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PREFACE 


Section 21 of the Hazardous Materials Trans- 
portation Uniform Safety Act of 1990 [Public Law 101-615 (Nov. 16, 
1990)] calls for the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Transportation 
(DOT) to 

enter into a contract with an appropriate disinterested expert body for a 
study of: (1) the railroad tank car design process, including specifications 
development, design approval, repair process approval, repair account¬ 
ability, and the process by which designs and repairs are presented, 
weighed, and evaluated, and, (2) railroad tank car design criteria, includ¬ 
ing whether head shields should be installed on all tank cars that carry 
hazardous materials. 

In carrying out the study described in paragraph (1), such expert body 
shall also make recommendations as to whether public safety considera¬ 
tions require greater control by and input from the Secretary with respect 
to the railroad tank car design process, especially in the early stages, and 
such other recommendations as such expert body considers appropriate. 

DOT, acting through the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA), con¬ 
tracted with the Transportation Research Board (TRB) to conduct the 
study. TRB convened a study committee composed of experts in tank car 
design, chemical and mechanical engineering, hazardous materials safety, 
chemical shipping, railroad operations and labor issues, and transporta¬ 
tion economics and regulatory policy. To enhance its knowledge of the 
subject matter, the study committee invited the participation of liaison 
representatives from FRA, the Research and Special Programs Administra- 
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tion, the National Transportation Safety Board, Transport Canada, and 
the Association of American Railroads (AAR). During its four meetings, 
the committee also met with representatives from the Chemical Manufac¬ 
turers Association, Railway Progress Institute (RPI), AAR’s Bureau of 
Explosives (BOE), and other parties expressing an interest in the study. 

The principal charge to the committee was to examine the process that 
has evolved for establishing and implementing tank car design standards, 
including standards for tank car construction, maintenance, and repair. 
Industry, and especially AAR’s Tank Car Committee (TCC), is critical to 
this process. The overall system for ensuring tank car safety consists of a 
framework of government and industry standard-setting, enforcement, 
research, and data activities that affect how tank cars are built and main¬ 
tained, operated by railroads, and used to ship materials with varying 
hazard characteristics. Within this framework, the TCC assists DOT and 
industry in instituting tank car engineering standards and provides a 
forum for considering engineering needs. Hence, the effectiveness of gov¬ 
ernment and industry cooperation to ensure tank car safety, through the 
TCC and other means, was a central focus of the study. 

In further defining the study scope, the committee concluded that 
assessments of specific tank car safety needs and measures to address them 
were not possible given the time and resources available. Rigorous techni¬ 
cal, economic, and safety evaluations are necessary to determine the safety 
needs of individual hazardous materials and tank car design types. These 
determinations are made by DOT, either implicitly or explicitly, when 
assigning hazardous commodities to tank car design types that provide 
varying levels of commodity protection. Hence, rather than examine the 
protection needs of individual hazardous commodities and tank car design 
types, the study examines how DOT determines which hazardous com¬ 
modities must be shipped in the safest tank cars, including those with head 
protection 1 and other safety features. 
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NOTE 

1. The term “head shield” is used in the legislative charge for this study. Although 
this term is sometimes used in reference to a particular type of head protection 
(steel plates mounted in front of the tank heads), the study committee believes 
that Congress used the term in a broader sense, to encompass all types of head 
protection systems that meet federal requirements. To avoid ambiguity and 
unintended references to specific devices, the study committee chose to use the 
more general term “head protection” instead of “head shield” throughout the 
report. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


Tank cars are a common type of railcar, Ac¬ 
counting for about one in seven cars in the North American freight car 
fleet. Half the approximately 210,000 tank cars in North America carry 
materials regulated by the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) and 
Transport Canada 1 because they are flammable, corrosive, poisonous, or 
pose other hazards. About 1 million shipments of hazardous materials are 
moved by tank car annually. 

To ensure the safety of these shipments, considerable efforts have been 
made by DOT and industry to enhance both the physical tank car and the 
environment in which it operates. These efforts have been highly success¬ 
ful. Despite growth in traffic, only one person has died as a result of a 
release of hazardous materials from a tank car since 1980 compared with 
more than 40 fatalities during the 1970s. 

About 1,000 incidents of tank car releases are reported to DOT each 
year. Most are small spills and leaks, though some result in injuries, 
property damage, environmental contamination, and other consequences 
that are cause for concern. Although rare, these incidents are reminders of 
the need for continued vigilance by government and industry in improving 
tank car safety. 

Following investigations of several major incidents during the past 
decade, the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) has expressed 
concern over government and industry procedures and controls to ensure 
tank car safety. Some of these concerns have focused on DOT’S association 
with industry, particularly the Tank Car Committee (TCC) of the Associa¬ 
tion of American Railroads (AAR), in instituting standards governing tank 
car design, construction, and maintenance. Others have focused on specific 
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aspects of tank car design, including the capability of existing tank cars to 
resist punctures and other damage during derailments and crashes. 

Congress requested a study of the overall process for ensuring tank car 
design safety and, more specifically, whether all tank cars carrying haz¬ 
ardous materials should be equipped with special safety devices, known as 
“head shields,” to prevent tank car head (end) punctures. The approach of 
the National Research Council committee that conducted the study was to 
analyze (a) the design characteristics of tank cars and what is known about 
their safety performance, (b) the various government and industry pro¬ 
grams in place to ensure tank car design safety, and ( c ) the criteria used by 
DOT in assigning hazardous materials to tank cars with head protection 
and other design safety features. 


TANK CAR DESIGN AND SAFETY TRENDS 

There are two main tank car design types: pressure and nonpressure (Table 
ES-1). The latter, which are more common, are used to ship liquids, both 
hazardous and nonhazardous. The former are used almost exclusively for 
hazardous gases shipped under pressure (liquefied). They have thicker tank 
walls than nonpressure cars and better-protected valves and fittings. Many 
pressure cars also have special features to improve crashworthiness. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, a series of fatal tank car incidents led to 
the development of the protective features and devices shown in Figure 
ES-1. Most of the incidents involved fires and explosions from punctured 
or ruptured pressure cars carrying flammable gas. As a result, puncture 
protection devices, consisting of steel plates placed in front of the tank 


TABLE ES-1 Estimated Number of Tank Cars in Service in North 
America, 1993 


Type of Tank Car 

Hazardous 

Materials 

Service 

Nonhazardous 

Materials 

Service 

Total 

Nonpressure 

64,057 

98,585 

162,642 

Pressure 

49,348 

0 

49,348 

Total 

113,405 

98,585 

211,990 

Percentage of total 

53 

47 

100 


NOTE: Specialty tank cars, of which there are fewer than 1,000, are not included in the 
table. Figures include both AAR and DOT class tank cars. See Table 2-4 for additional 
notes. 



required on riammapie gas cars to smeia tn< 
ng derailments and collisions. To prevent a 
by overheating of flammable gas cars expos* 
t tank insulation systems, known as thermal 
flammable gas cars. As an additional safegu 
: systems, known as double-shelf couplers, 
rs, including nonpressure cars. These device 
interlocking of tank cars with adjoining c: 
ring coupling and tank rollover damage dm 
it of these safety devices helped bring about 
ictures, ruptures, and resultant fatalities. Pu 








4 ENSURING RAILROAD TANK CAR SAFETY 


by more than 90 percent after head protection and double-shelf couplers 
were installed on flammable gas cars starting in the late 1970s. Tank 
ruptures also declined dramatically after the introduction of thermal pro¬ 
tection on these cars. At the same time, punctures and other types of 
accident damage declined among tank cars not equipped with head protec¬ 
tion, indicating the importance of other safety measures, including the 
general use of double-shelf couplers on tank cars and improvements in the 
railroad operating environment. 

Today, approximately two-thirds of pressure cars have head protection 
and about half also have thermal protection. All tank cars in hazardous 
materials service have double-shelf couplers. Though the precise effect of 
these design changes on safety has not been measured, major hazardous 
materials releases have become rare, accounting for a small fraction of the 
1,000 releases of hazardous materials from tank cars reported each year. 
Most releases are small spills and leaks caused by loose or malfunctioning 
fittings, tank defects (e.g., cracks or corrosion), or other deficiencies in the 
physical tank car or its securement and handling. Fewer than 10 percent of 
releases are caused by derailments or other accident events. Most of these 
accident-related releases are from damaged valves and fittings rather than 
from punctures. 

The reduction in tank punctures and ruptures has been an important 
reason for the decline in fatal tank car incidents during the past 15 years. 
The near absence of fatal incidents, however, has led to increased attention 
to other incident consequences. During the past decade, several tank car 
releases resulted in major fires and explosions, extensive property damage, 
and injuries to railroad workers, emergency responders, and the public. 
Others resulted in smoke and vapor emission and soil and water contam¬ 
ination that led to communitywide evacuations and concerns about the 
effects of tank car releases on the environment and public health. 


KEY ELEMENTS OF PROCESS TO ENSURE 
TANK CAR DESIGN SAFETY 

Various government and industry regulations, practices, and research and 
enforcement programs affect the design and safety of railroad tank cars. 
Collectively, these activities comprise the “process” for ensuring tank car 
design safety. Key elements of the process are shown in Figure ES-2. 


Setting Design Standards for Safety 

Through the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) and Research and 
Special Programs Administration (RSPA), DOT sets minimum require- 
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merits for the design of tank cars used in hazardous materials service. Its 
regulations provide design criteria, known as DOT specifications, for more 
than three dozen tank car types. Various designs are necessary to accom¬ 
modate differences in the physical, chemical, and hazard characteristics of 
the materials shipped. 

Although the DOT regulations cover most major aspects of tank car 
design, industry has a significant role in establishing many of the require¬ 
ments. Most DOT design criteria are based on standards and principles 
originally developed by industry. Some are broadly defined and open to 
industry explication. DOT assumes that industry and its standard-setting 
bodies have sufficient expertise and incentives to make appropriate deci¬ 
sions about most aspects of tank car design. In cases where DOT design 
criteria are imprecise or general, the TCC has been given authority to 
establish the detailed design standards and to review individual design 
drawings to ensure that they meet the intent of the underlying DOT 
criteria. The TCC, which has had a prominent role in these areas for most 
of the century, consists of technical representatives from railroads, ship¬ 
pers, and tank car builders. 

Participation by industry and the TCC is more limited when require¬ 
ments for major design safety features, such as head and thermal protec¬ 
tion, are involved. Although industry research has led to the development 
of many tank car safety features, DOT rules governing their use tend to be 
explicit and prescriptive. During rulemaking, DOT sometimes consults 
with the TCC on the technical feasibility of major safety features, but the 
resultant rules are usually specific about which tank cars must have the 
feature and the essential elements of its design. 


Ensuring Compliance with Design Standards 
and Good Design Practice 

Like other regulatory agencies responsible for the safety of transport 
vehicles and containers, DOT relies greatly on industry to ensure compli¬ 
ance with design standards and sound design practices. The TCC has a 
prominent role in this regard. The TCC reviews the construction draw¬ 
ings of tank car builders and verifies their consistency with DOT require¬ 
ments. TCC approval of drawings, required by DOT, functions as a peer 
review, reducing the potential for error by the builder. 

Various other functions of the TCC also enhance compliance with 
requirements and good practices. The TCC regularly updates a tank car 
specifications manual that converts DOT and AAR requirements into a 
comprehensive reference for builders and repairers. It conducts service 



DOT ROLE 


AAR/TCC ROLE 



FIGURE ES-2 Summary of major elements in process for ensuring tank car 
design safety. 
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trials of new tank car components and reviews proposed methods of 
construction and repair. Each of these activities increases the probability 
that completed tank cars will meet DOT specifications. 

Tank car builders and repairers are ultimately responsible for ensuring 
that completed tank cars meet all applicable DOT requirements. After 
inspecting and testing the finished tank car in accordance with DOT 
procedures, the builder certifies compliance by submitting a certificate of 
construction to AAR. The TCC has taken additional steps to ensure 
quality construction and repair work. Under DOT authority, the TCC has 
established minimum qualification requirements for tank car fabrication 
and repair shops and has set guidelines for shops to develop quality control 
programs. 

DOT ensures compliance with design requirements primarily through 
the FRA railroad inspection program and by participating in TCC activ¬ 
ities. FRA has 45 hazardous materials specialists, who inspect railroads, 
shippers, and tank car suppliers and repairers. DOT officials regularly 
attend TCC meetings, enabling them to review TCC procedures and 
approval decisions. Participation in TCC activities is perhaps the most 
important means by which DOT monitors and ensures industry compli¬ 
ance with regulatory requirements. 


Assigning Hazardous Materials to Tank Car Designs 

DOT regulations list hundreds of materials as hazardous, subject to re¬ 
strictions in packaging, labeling, handling, and operations. Materials are 
grouped into hazard classes according to their acute safety hazards (e.g., 
flammable, poison) and physical state in transport (e.g., compressed gas, 
liquid). Each material is assigned to types of packaging, including tank car 
design types. 

According to DOT regulations, most hazardous liquids can be trans¬ 
ported in any DOT-class tank car. A notable exception is that most liquids 
posing poison inhalation hazards must be shipped in pressure cars because 
of their superior puncture resistance attributable to thicker tank walls and 
better-protected fittings. Hazardous gases are assigned to pressure designs 
on an individual basis, considering specific hazard criteria, such as vol¬ 
atility and toxicity. In general, flammable gases are assigned to pressure 
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cars equipped with head and thermal protection, and poison gases are 
assigned to head-protected cars. Most other compressed gases can be 
transported in pressure cars without these protective features. The assign¬ 
ment of gases to pressure cars with the highest pressure ratings—and 
therefore thickest tank walls and greatest puncture resistance—is normally 
based on the pressure level of the gas rather than its hazard characteristics, 
except for materials classified as poison by inhalation. 

In determining whether to regulate a material and assigning it to 
qualified packaging, DOT has traditionally considered the acute hazards 
(e.g., flammability, corrosivity) of the material. Changes in federal law 
during the past 20 years have required DOT to regulate the shipment of 
materials designated as “hazardous substances” by the U.S. Environmen¬ 
tal Protection Agency (EPA). Many of these materials meet DOT criteria 
for acute hazards (and are regulated as such). Others, however, pose 
environmental and public health hazards that are not formally classified as 
hazards by DOT. These materials are usually subject to the minimum DOT 
packaging restrictions, although DOT has recently proposed stronger 
packaging requirements for certain substances carried in tank cars that are 
toxic to humans and can contaminate soil and groundwater if released in 
large quantities. 


GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND 
MAJOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

The safety record of tank cars carrying hazardous materials is good. Severe 
incidents are rare and likely to remain so in the future. The process for 
ensuring tank car safety is fundamentally sound, consisting of government 
and industry procedures and activities that are comparable with those used 
for containers and vehicles in other transport modes. DOT and industry 
have taken significant steps to improve the process in recent years in 
response to changing safety concerns and needs. In doing so, DOT has 
increased coordination with EPA and other federal agencies responsible for 
aspects of hazardous materials safety. Nevertheless, further modification 
of the process is warranted as public safety concerns, the environment in 
which tank cars operate, and the types of materials shipped by tank car 
continue to change. 

Several modifications are recommended. They are aimed primarily at 
ensuring that safety decisions are well supported and guided by long-range 
safety goals and strategies. They call for the following: 

• Greater government and industry cooperation in anticipating future 
tank car safety needs and committing to specific actions to achieve them. 
Both government and industry have important roles in ensuring safety, 



Executive Summary 9 


ranging from monitoring tank car safety performance and researching 
safety improvements to instituting safety standards and ensuring their 
implementation. These roles are performed most constructively when 
accompanied by coordination and planning. 

• Development of more objective and quantitative measures for assess¬ 
ing the safety performance of tank car designs and for ensuring that 
commodities posing the greatest risk are shipped in the safest designs. A 
thorough assessment of the need for using tank cars equipped with head 
protection and other safety features requires a strong technical under¬ 
standing of the safety performance of individual designs and the risk 
characteristics of the commodities shipped in them. 

• Greater emphasis on and acknowledgment of those functions of the 
TCC that are most important in ensuring broad compliance with tank car 
design safety standards and good design and construction practices. Identi¬ 
fication and thorough understanding of the TCC’s most critical functions 
are vital to ensuring effective TCC implementation and DOT oversight 
procedures. 

Measures to help meet these needs are recommended next. The commit¬ 
tee recognizes that DOT must consider these recommendations within the 
broader context of its overall hazardous materials and railroad safety 
programs. Competing demands in other program areas and the secondary 
impacts that the measures recommended could have on hazardous mate¬ 
rials safety in other transport modes were not considered in this study. 2 


Measures To Increase Cooperation and Planning for 
Safety Improvements 

Define Long-Term Safely Goals and Develop Plan 

Recommendation 1: FRA and RSPA should define tank car safety goals 
for the next decade or longer and develop a strategic plan prescribing 
actions to attain them. The plan should be developed in cooperation with 
industry, labor, and other interested parties to elicit their expertise and 
perspectives. Their commitment to specific safety goals and actions, in¬ 
cluding nongovernmental actions, should be sought. FRA and RSPA 
should consider the various approaches being implemented by other regu¬ 
latory agencies to enhance public dialogue and cooperation, including use 
of advisory panels, public workshops, and negotiated rulemaking. 

DOT’s approach to developing tank car regulations governing safety 
measures is too often reactive and piecemeal. Rulemaking is seldom the 
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result of a long-term program for advancing safety but tends to be initiated 
in response to individual petitions for rule changes, legislative mandates, 
and major incidents. The regulatory process must be capable of respond¬ 
ing to safety developments as they arise, but an overly reactive approach 
can perpetuate the need for incremental and ad hoc solutions to safety 
problems. It can also hamper industry and government cooperation in 
resolving problems. 

There are significant advantages in encouraging industry to address 
safety issues through nongovernmental means. Cooperation with industry 
can permit faster implementation and greater flexibility in tailoring solu¬ 
tions to circumstances. The traditional rulemaking process often hinders 
cooperation between government and industry. Once rulemaking begins, 
government and industry have limited opportunity to cooperate in ad¬ 
dressing safety concerns through constructive dialogue and communica¬ 
tion. Too often as a result, industry must speculate about future regulatory 
developments and react within a limited time frame to agency-generated 
proposals. Hence, all options to address a problem may not have been 
considered, and the regulatory actions taken may be delayed by contention 
that accompanies the process. 

Other regulatory agencies, including the Coast Guard in dealing with 
tanker vessels and other ships, have taken steps to improve procedures for 
early and frequent public consultation during regulatory planning and 
development (see Chapter 5). These procedures should be reviewed by 
FRA and RSPA as a means of identifying ways to make the tank car 
regulatory process more proactive and consultative with industry. In ac¬ 
cordance with Recommendation 1, the following recommendations (2 to 
5) call for specific actions to be taken to better define tank car safety goals 
and to achieve them. 

Cooperate in Long-Term Research 

Recommendation 2: In cooperation with industry, FRA and RSPA should 
develop a long-range research plan to define major research needs and 
programs to meet them. Consideration should be given to all areas of 
inquiry having significant impacts on tank car safety, from tank car design 
to the railroad operating environment (such as train operations, track and 
railcar conditions, and switching practices). Coordination with industry is 
critical to ensure that important research areas are not overlooked and that 
government and industry research activities are complementary to the 
extent possible. 

FRA conducts most DOT research related to tank car safety. It spends 
about 5 percent of its research budget, or $1 million per year, on tank car 
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and hazardous materials research. Partly because of limited resources, 
FRA’s research program focuses on the immediate problems of current 
rulemaking and enforcement. Industry has been successful in supporting 
long-term research, particularly to improve tank car crashworthiness. 
These efforts have led to many advances in tank car design safety during 
the past 20 years. 

A drawback of FRA’s relatively short-term research approach is that it 
is not aimed at building a more thorough understanding of key problem 
areas and ensuring that all means of improving tank car safety are ex¬ 
plored. For instance, both government and industry research programs 
have focused on tank car design needs. Factors affecting tank car safety 
that have been investigated to a limited degree but not emphasized include 
aspects of tank car operations, such as tank car routing, positioning in the 
train, and handling. Without more sustained research in such other areas, 
opportunities to implement the most cost-effective solutions to safety 
problems may be missed. 

DOT can help close research gaps and build a stronger case for in¬ 
creased research funding through better coordination and planning of 
research with industry. Greater cooperation in this regard should reduce 
duplication, broaden the scope of inquiry and resources available to con¬ 
duct research, and provide greater stability in research programs necessary 
to make continued safety advances. 

Improve Tank Car Safety Data 

Recommendation 3: DOT should encourage improvements in the quality 
and compatibility of its internal hazardous materials and railroad safety 
data programs and those of industry. DOT should establish a safety data 
work group consisting of representatives from industry, government agen¬ 
cies, and other organizations that submit, maintain, and use the data. The 
group should be charged with finding ways to enhance accessibility, re¬ 
liability, and compatibility of government and industry data programs and 
identifying critical data gaps and ways to fill them. 

Procedures for reporting safety-related incidents and the information 
that such reports provide should be among the principal tools used by 
government and industry to monitor tank car safety, conduct research, and 
support the improvement of standards and practices. FRA and RSPA both 
collect records of railroad and hazardous materials incidents for these 
purposes, but shortcomings in the data programs limit the extent of their 
use. Whereas the data programs contain some complementary informa¬ 
tion, each program has different reporting criteria, definitions, and termi¬ 
nology, which impedes integration of records in the two data sets. 
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AAR and other industry groups also collect data on tank cars. The data 
range from tank car repair and inspection records to traffic information 
and accident reports. The data are informative and extensive. However, 
industry data programs are designed for different purposes and managed 
by several organizations, which limits accessibility and has resulted in 
some data gaps. Greater coordination between FRA and RSPA and the 
industry groups that collect, submit, and use data pertaining to tank cars is 
essential to enhancing data base compatibility, coverage, and access. 


Measures To Improve Criteria for Assigning Materials 
to Tank Car Designs 

Assess Safety Performance of Existing 
Tank Car Design Types 

Recommendation 4: To improve the basis for assigning hazardous mate¬ 
rials to tank car design types, DOT should use objective and explicit 
criteria to determine the safety performance of each design. Incident data, 
crash tests, accident modeling, and other quantifiable measures should be 
used to rate the safety performance of design types. Results from these 
performance assessments should be used to determine whether the current 
regulatory assignment of hazardous materials to design types is acceptable 
and whether some commodities warrant reassignment to safer cars. 

The inception and subsequent incremental expansion of head and ther¬ 
mal protection rules during the past 20 years illustrate some of the short¬ 
comings of the regulatory process in generating a consistent and rational 
method for ensuring the protection of hazardous materials. Tank car size 
limits were liberalized during the 1950s, permitting widespread introduc¬ 
tion of pressure cars with larger tanks for hauling low-density flammable 
gases. The safety implications of these changes were not fully considered 
until several of the new tank cars were punctured and ruptured in acci¬ 
dents. Requirements for head and thermal protection were then estab¬ 
lished for many flammable gas cars. Spurred in part by further incidents, 
additional rules expanding head and thermal protection to certain other 
classes of pressure cars were adopted during the 1980s. DOT recently 
proposed further extension of the requirements. 

Because head punctures are one of several sources of tank car release, 
the expansion of head protection requirements is best considered within 
the context of overall tank car safety needs. Such systematic consideration 
of safety needs requires more thorough understanding by DOT of the 
circumstances of tank car releases and the effectiveness of various design 
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features (individually and in combination) in protecting hazardous ship¬ 
ments. It also requires a more precise and tenable system for rating tank car 
design performance. Whereas DOT routinely classifies regulated com¬ 
modities using quantifiable hazard criteria, it does not similarly classify 
tank car design types—which can vary significantly in key design fea¬ 
tures—using measures of safety performance. 

Identify and Understand All Important Hazards of 
Tank Car Shipments 

Recommendation 5: DOT should better define its scope of responsibility 
in ensuring the safety of tank car shipments, including those that may be 
harmful to the environment and public health. As a minimum, it should 
forge stronger ties with EPA to obtain better information on the hazards 
posed by tank car shipments when released in the transportation environ¬ 
ment. This information should be used to strengthen the technical criteria 
used to evaluate the risks posed by tank car shipments and to assess the 
effectiveness of the regulatory requirements in addressing these risks. 

DOT focuses its regulatory efforts on ensuring the safe transport of 
materials having acute hazards; for instance, materials that pose an imme¬ 
diate danger to human safety and property if released because of flamma¬ 
bility, corrosivity, or acute toxicity to humans. Legislation during the past 
20 years has required DOT to regulate the shipment of hazardous sub¬ 
stances identified by EPA as posing environmental and public health 
hazards. Although many of these substances are subject to DOT regula¬ 
tions governing the types of tank cars used, the restrictions are based on the 
substance’s acute safety hazards rather than the nonacute hazards consid¬ 
ered by EPA. Many of the criteria used by EPA in classifying hazardous 
substances, however, are based on concerns pertaining to land disposal and 
other long-term exposure situations that may not reflect release circum¬ 
stances in the transport environment. 

Prominent incidents in recent years have spurred DOT to take some 
steps to control shipments with potential environmental and public health 
hazards. These steps, however, have not been preceded by a clear definition 
of the department’s mission in ensuring the safety of these shipments or the 
development of data and criteria for evaluating their hazards. In the 
absence of this information, DOT cannot be sure that its current regulatory 
requirements are sufficient and lacks strong guidance for making funda¬ 
mental changes to the requirements. Recommendations to improve coor¬ 
dination of DOT and EPA research, data, and regulatory programs have 
been made by NTSB and others, including DOT and EPA interagency task 
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forces. A clearer definition of DOTs scope of responsibility in ensuring the 
safety of shipments by tank car is an essential first step in coordinating 
such programs. 

Need for Head Protection 

Until the safety performance of tank car designs is assessed in a more 
quantifiable manner and the full range of risks associated with tank car 
shipments is better understood, it is not possible to determine the exact 
portion of the tank car fleet that should be equipped with head protection. 
The committee believes that head protection and other proven safety 
features are essential for tank cars carrying those materials with the 
greatest potential to harm humans and the environment if released. Nev¬ 
ertheless, the vast expansion of head protection requirements to cover all 
tank cars in hazardous materials service is not warranted by the informa¬ 
tion presently available. The small share of tank car releases caused by 
damage to tank car heads and the wide variation in the types of hazards 
posed by tank car shipments indicate that universal head protection re¬ 
quirements would be excessive. Better data and more thorough analyses of 
the overall protection provided by existing tank car design types and the 
risk characteristics of materials shipped by tank car, as recommended 
above, will provide the basis for ensuring that those materials posing the 
greatest hazard are shipped in the safest tank cars, including those with 
head protection as warranted. 


Measures To Ensure Effective TCC Safety Role and 
DOT Oversight 

The many functions of the AAR TCC constitute an important national 
service essential to ensuring tank car safety and unlikely to be provided 
through other means. Nevertheless, certain aspects of TCC procedures 
and DOT oversight warrant improvement. 

Clearly and Thoroughly Describe TCC 
Approval Authorities 

Recommendation 6: DOT should define the TCC’s mission and scope of 
responsibility with respect to the approval authorities, preferably in a DOT 
policy statement or in a single place in the hazardous materials regulations. 
The rationale for the authorities, the significance of each, and the nature of 
DOT’s oversight role should be explained. 



Executive Summary 15 


There are more than 200 references to the TCC in the DOT regulations. 
These references, in addition to several DOT and AAR memoranda of 
understanding and legal clarifications, provide the basis for the approval 
authorities. A first step to improving the effectiveness of TCC procedures 
and DOT oversight is the development of a thorough and clear description 
of the approval authorities, explaining the rationale behind them, their 
importance, and DOT’s oversight role. This description should be viewed 
not as a constraint on TCCs activities but as a means of revealing the most 
efficient and effective procedures for carrying out the approval respon¬ 
sibilities and providing DOT oversight and participation. 

Effectively Implement Critical TCC Functions 

Recommendation 7: DOT should work with AAR to explore options to 
relieve the TCC of duties that may adversely affect its ability to carry out 
activities most critical to tank car safety. Third-party assistance—under 
the auspices and oversight of the TCC—and the application of new tech¬ 
nologies should be explored to free the TCC of routine responsibilities, 
including aspects of design plan approval, that consume much of the 
service time available to committee members and hamper the ability of the 
TCC to attract members with a range of product chemistry, engineering, 
and safety expertise. 

Differences in the safety benefits of the various approval authorities are 
not always reflected in the time and resources allocated to each. The many 
functions of the TCC and the time commitment required of committee 
members can hamper the ability of the committee to attract membership, 
reduce the efficiency and timeliness of its actions, and limit activities most 
important to safety. TCC members devote a large portion of their service 
time to routine reviews of tank car design plans. This limits the time 
available for other important committee activities, such as updating the 
tank car design manual, investigating incidents to identify potential engi¬ 
neering improvements, and exploring new materials and technologies that 
promise safety benefits. 

Define DOT Oversight Responsibilities and Procedures 

Recommendation 8: DOT should seek permanent liaison with the TCC to 
provide continued oversight and participation by FRA and RSPA officials. 
Liaison status should be created through formal organizational agree¬ 
ments among AAR, FRA, and RSPA. The agencies should designate staff 
to serve as liaison representatives and prescribe their technical qualifica¬ 
tions and the procedures they must follow in monitoring TCC activities 
pertaining to the approval authorities. DOT should establish procedures to 
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ensure that TCC actions implementing the authorities of greatest impor¬ 
tance to safety are regularly monitored by FRA and RSPA officials and 
reviewed by outside technical experts as necessary. 

Informal arrangements that now provide FRA and RSPA (as well as 
Transport Canada and NTSB) free access to TCC activities appear to work 
well. The formalization of these arrangements is likely to improve the 
permanence of this relationship, which has not been as open and effective 
in the past. DOT relies on the judgment of DOT staff who attend TCC 
meetings to determine which approvals are most critical to safety and to 
ensure that they are monitored and reviewed. Better-defined procedures 
for monitoring critical TCC activities will enable DOT to question or 
request changes in TCC actions in a more timely manner as necessary. 


OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following measures are recommended to deal with specific safety 
issues (more detail is given for each in Chapter 5): 

• Ensure broad compliance with construction, maintenance, and repair 
standards: DOT should ensure that its enforcement efforts are directed 
toward areas having high potential for noncompliance and significance to 
safety. The adequacy of efforts to ensure compliance with tank car con¬ 
struction, maintenance, and repair requirements should be assessed. 

• Develop a more comprehensive approach to providing grandfather 
exclusions: DOT should develop formal policies and guidelines governing 
decisions to exclude existing tank cars from compliance with major new 
safety requirements because of economic or technical reasons. In aiming to 
achieve the intended safety benefits of new requirements at the least cost, 
DOT should ensure that consideration is given to all implementation 
alternatives. 

• Improve inspection and testing of in-service tank cars: DOT should 
continue to work closely with industry to identify methods for verifying 
the structural integrity of in-service tank cars, including nondestructive 
test methods to supplement or replace existing test requirements. Results 
from the inspections and tests should be routinely collected to monitor 
tank car condition, improve test and inspection methods, and enhance 
tank car design, maintenance, and repair standards. 


TANK CONTAINERS 

A final observation concerns changes that have been taking place in 
hazardous materials transportation by rail. Compared with a decade ago, 
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a larger proportion of hazardous materials traffic moved by rail is now 
shipped in tank containers that are also transported by truck, barge, and 
ship. Because the use of intermodal tanks in rail is relatively new in the 
United States, experience in ensuring their safety in the rail environment is 
limited, especially compared with more than 100 years of experience in 
providing tank car safety. The long history of efforts to improve tank car 
safety, including the need to modify tank cars with special safety devices 
and inspect them for structural deficiencies long after designs were in 
widespread use, should provide guidance to government and industry on 
the need for preventive safety procedures for tank containers. 

Tank containers are subject to international standards, though aspects 
of their design and maintenance are also governed by DOT and AAR 
standards and regulations. DOT and AAR also regulate the operation and 
handling of tank containers and the design and condition of the railcars 
that carry them. The safety performance of tank containers was not 
examined in this study. The study committee believes, however, that in 
light of their increased use for hazardous materials and the various parties 
responsible for regulating them, a thorough DOT review of tank container 
safety issues and procedures is warranted. 


NOTES 

1. Transport Canada is responsible for regulating tank cars based in Canada, 
which account for about 10 percent of the North American tank car fleet. 
Because U.S. and Canadian tank cars travel freely across national borders, 
DOT and Transport Canada have adopted similar regulatory requirements. 
Hence, much of the discussion in this report is applicable to Canadian tank 
cars and Transport Canada’s role in regulating them. 

2. DOT must consider the effect of a change in regulations or policies in one mode 
on all modes collectively, especially if the change results in modal traffic shifts. 



CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 


For more than a century, railroad tank cars have 
transported bulk liquids and compressed (liquefied) gases in the United 
States and Canada. Approximately 210,000 tank cars operate in North 
America. 1 They carry materials ranging from food products, such as 
vinegar and corn syrup, to fuels, fertilizers, and industrial chemicals such 
as liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), caustic soda, and anhydrous ammonia. 
Slightly more than half the tank cars in service carry materials having 
chemical and physical properties potentially harmful if released. About 
one million hazardous materials shipments are transported by tank car 
each year, representing about 5 percent of all carload shipments by rail 
(Bureau of Explosives 1993). 

Most tank cars are designed to carry liquids. These cars, known as 
nonpressure cars, account for about three-quarters of the tank car fleet. 2 
Other tank cars, known as pressure cars, are designed for liquefied gases 
and other materials shipped under pressure. 3 Nearly all pressure cars are 
used to carry materials classified as hazardous by the federal government 
because they are flammable, poisonous, or pose other hazards related to 
their physical and chemical characteristics. By comparison, only about 40 
percent of the nonpressure tank cars are used for shipping hazardous 
materials. These include liquids having corrosive, flammable, and poison 
hazards. 

The pressure and nonpressure cars have many common design features. 
Both have cylindrical-shaped tanks capped at the ends by ellipsoidal- or 
hemispheric-shaped “heads.” The former are almost always constructed of 
steel to provide sufficient strength to contain internal pressures. The latter 
are usually constructed of steel, though some are made of stainless steel 
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and alloys of aluminum or nickel. All tank cars have openings fitted with 
valves and other closures, known as fittings, used for loading, unloading, 
pressure relief, tank maintenance, and cargo monitoring. The tanks of 
many pressure and nonpressure cars are wrapped with insulating material 
and covered by a steel jacket to control product temperature variation 
during transport. Nearly all tank cars in hazardous materials service are 
equipped with special couplers, known as double-shelf couplers, which 
provide more secure attachment of tank cars to adjoining cars during a 
derailment or other accident. They also reduce the possibility of tank cars 
being struck and punctured by couplers of other railcars during car switch¬ 
ing operations. 

Pressure and nonpressure designs also differ in many important re¬ 
spects. Pressure car tanks have thicker walls for increased strength in 
containing internal pressures. Pressure cars also have better-protected 
fittings, which are almost always mounted under a protective housing on 
top of the tank, where they are less susceptible to damage in a derailment or 
other accident. Fittings of nonpressure cars are seldom covered by a 
protective housing and may be mounted on top or bottom of the tank. 

Many pressure cars also have special design features to improve crash- 
worthiness. Among the most important are head protection systems, 
which increase the puncture resistance of tank heads, and thermal protec¬ 
tion systems, which protect against rapid overheating and rupture of the 
tank when exposed to fire. About two-thirds of pressure cars have head 
protection, and roughly half have both head and thermal protection. Both 
of these safety systems were introduced during the 1970s in response to a 
series of accidents involving cars carrying LPG and other flammable gases 
that resulted in fires and explosions. By the early 1980s, federal regulations 
required both head and thermal protection systems on pressure cars ship¬ 
ping flammable gas. Double-shelf couplers were introduced at about the 
same time as an additional safeguard against accident damage. 

Many of the advances made in tank car design were initiated by indus¬ 
try. Since the turn of the century, railroads, shippers, and tank car suppliers 
have cooperated to develop standards for tank car safety. Most notably, 
the Tank Car Committee (TCC) of the Association of American Railroads 
(AAR), which consists of representatives of railroads, shippers, and tank 
car suppliers, assists in the development and implementation of tank car 
design standards. Many of the TCCs activities, including review and 
approval of tank car construction drawings and the qualification of tank 
car fabrication and repair shops, are conducted under authority of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation (DOT). 

Two DOT agencies—the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) and 
Research and Special Programs Administration (RSPA)—share respon¬ 
sibility for tank car safety. RSPA, through its Office of Hazardous Mate- 
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rials Safety, establishes the hazardous materials regulations covering ship¬ 
ments in most transport modes and container types, including railroad 
tank cars. The regulations govern tank car design, construction, repair, and 
maintenance; handling and operations by shippers and railroads; placard¬ 
ing and labeling; and use in transporting the various types of hazardous 
materials. FRA assists RSPA in developing the tank car regulations and 
provides enforcement, research, and technical support. 

BACKGROUND ISSUES 

From 1965 to 1980, more than a dozen incidents of tank car releases that 
resulted in fatalities occurred in the United States. One of the earliest 
occurred in 1969 in Laurel, Mississippi, where 15 tank cars containing 
flammable gas were damaged in a derailment. Many of the heads of the 
tank cars were punctured, resulting in fires and explosions that killed 2 
people, injured 33, and caused more than $3 million in property damage 
(NTSB 1978). The next year, a train derailment in Crescent City, Illinois, 
resulted in 66 people being injured when several flammable gas cars 
ruptured after being heated by fires ignited following the derailment. 
Several of the injured were firefighters attempting to extinguish the fires 
(NTSB 1978). In Houston, Texas, in 1974, two flammable gas cars travel¬ 
ing under their own momentum during car switching operations (hump 
yard switching) hit an empty freight car with excessive force. The two tank 
cars separated and the coupler of the rear car struck and punctured the lead 
car. Flammable gas escaping from the puncture hole formed a vapor cloud 
and ignited, killing 1 person and injuring more than 200 (NTSB 1978). 

These and other prominent incidents were instrumental in spurring the 
development of many tank car design improvements. They also helped 
point to shortcomings in emergency response operations and railroad 
operating conditions and practices that contributed to many of the inci¬ 
dents and their severity. By the early 1980s, many tank cars were equipped 
with double-shelf couplers and head and/or thermal protection systems. 
Railroad operating practices were also changed to reduce the potential for 
accidents during switching operations, and railroads and FRA embarked 
on major programs to improve the condition of tracks, freight cars, signals, 
and other rail equipment. Many local fire departments, as well as railroads 
and shippers, created specially trained and equipped emergency response 
teams capable of dealing with hazardous materials incidents, reducing the 
risk to responders and the public from tank car releases. 

Tank car-related fatalities have declined markedly since these changes 
were made. Whereas more than 40 persons died in the fatal tank car 
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incidents during the 1960s and 1970s, only one death has occurred since 
the beginning of the 1980s. 

The decline in fatalities has been impressive, but tank car incidents still 
occur and are cause for concern. Since the early 1980s there have been 
more than 10,000 accidental releases of hazardous materials. 4 Whereas 
most of these releases were small spills and leaks with minimal conse¬ 
quences—caused by loose or malfunctioning valves and other fittings— 
some have had more serious outcomes. A 1987 train derailment in 
Miamisburg, Ohio, illustrates some of these consequences. Three tank cars 
were damaged in the derailment; one lost product, which ignited and 
caused an extensive cloud of smoke. An estimated 30,000 people were 
forced to leave their homes and businesses and more than 500 were treated 
at area hospitals for respiratory complaints during the incident (NTSB 
1987). Total losses exceeded $3 million, not including costs associated 
with the evacuation. 

Whereas serious incidents like the one in Miamisburg are rare, they 
provide vivid reminders of the potential severity of tank car incidents and 
the need for regular and thorough reviews of procedures for ensuring 
safety. Several organizations have examined aspects of this process during 
the past 25 years. These examinations have raised a number of issues and 
recommendations for changes. Actions have been taken to address most 
concerns, but some continue to be the subject of controversy. 

The most severe tank car releases during the past 25 years have been 
investigated by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) as well 
as DOT. Following investigations of the accidents in Laurel, Houston, and 
other locations during the 1960s and 1970s, NTSB urged industry and 
DOT to improve pressure car designs by requiring head and thermal 
protection. Rules requiring these safety systems on flammable gas cars 
were adopted during the late 1970s and early 1980s. 5 NTSB also recom¬ 
mended wider use of double-shelf couplers and changes in railroad switch¬ 
ing practices to reduce the potential for incidents during tank car handling. 
Rules requiring double-shelf couplers on all tank cars carrying hazardous 
materials and greater care in switching were phased in during the 1970s 
and 1980s. 

Following the Miamisburg incident and several other prominent inci¬ 
dents, NTSB recommended additional safety measures. In particular, it 
urged DOT to expand head protection requirements to cover more tank 
cars and types of hazardous materials. Since the last major revisions of 
head protection requirements during the early 1980s, NTSB has recom¬ 
mended head protection on {a) all aluminum tank cars, (b) pressure tank 
cars that have been excluded from head protection requirements because 
of their age and size, and (c) tank cars used for certain specialty products 
such as chlorine, high-strength acids, and extremely reactive materials. 6 
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DOT is currently addressing most of these issues in rulemaking {Federal 
Register 1993a). 

More generally, NTSB has criticized DOT for not taking a more proac¬ 
tive approach to ensuring that hazardous materials are shipped in tank 
cars with sufficient safety features by developing a stronger technical basis 
for assigning hazardous commodities to tank car design types. To improve 
this basis, NTSB has recommended that DOT “evaluate present safety 
standards for tank cars transporting hazardous materials by using safety 
analysis methods to identify the unacceptable levels of risk and the degree 
of risk from the release of hazardous material, and then modify existing 
regulations to achieve an acceptable level of safety for each product/tank 
car combination” (NTSB 1989). DOT has begun to address this concern 
by sponsoring research comparing the risk of release for the most common 
nonpressure (DOT-111A) and pressure car (DOT-105) designs (Raj and 
Turner 1993). Further progress, however, is likely to require more compre¬ 
hensive data collection, analysis, and testing activities. 

On several occasions during the past 15 years, NTSB has also expressed 
concern about relations between DOT and industry in ensuring tank car 
safety. Some of the concerns have focused on the DOT’s association with 
the AAR Tank Car Committee. During investigations of some prominent 
tank car accidents, including Miamisburg, NTSB discovered errors by the 
TCC in approving designs and repairs that did not meet DOT standards 
(NTSB 1985; NTSB 1987). NTSB questioned why DOT oversight and 
inspections did not detect these errors. It also questioned the adequacy of 
TCC’s procedures, including its record-keeping and analysis of tank car 
repair records. To address these concerns, NTSB recommended that DOT 
explicitly define the authorities vested in the TCC and establish procedures 
governing their implementation, including a program for reviewing all 
actions taken to determine their consistency with federal requirements 
(NTSB 1987; NTSB 1989). It also recommended that DOT and the TCC 
collect better data on tank car repairs and establish standards for ensuring 
quality control in tank car fabrication and repair shops (NTSB 1985; 
NTSB 1987). 

In response to these recommendations, DOT conducted an audit of the 
TCC, which was completed in 1990 (FRA and RSPA 1990). The audit 
team, consisting of FRA and RSPA officials, reviewed the TCC’s organiza¬ 
tion and operating procedures. Although complimentary of the overall 
performance of the TCC and the general concept of AAR’s approval 
authorities, the audit team recommended several changes in the TCC’s 
operations and procedures. These included measures to improve record¬ 
keeping, encourage wider participation by TCC members in the approval 
process, and improve TCC data collection and analysis activities. The 
audit team also reported that for several years during the 1980s DOT 
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representatives did not participate in TCC meetings; however, the team did 
not make recommendations concerning this matter because participation 
by FRA and RSPA staff had improved considerably during the audit 
period. 

DOT has indicated satisfaction with the actions taken by TCC in 
response to the audit recommendations and those of NTSB. These re¬ 
sponses included development of computerized records of tank car repairs, 
guidelines for the development of quality control programs at tank car 
fabrication and repair shops, and changes in the membership structure of 
the TCC to ensure greater participation by members from all the repre¬ 
sented industries. NTSB has also indicated satisfaction with the responses 
of DOT and AAR, closing most of its recommendations regarding the 
TCC. One NTSB recommendation that has not been fully addressed 
concerns DOT’s efforts to clarify the approval responsibilities of the TCC. 
Although the audit report provided a general review of the nature and 
scope of the approval authorities, it does not contain explicit and detailed 
explanations of the authorities as requested by NTSB. 

Other open NTSB recommendations include suggestions that DOT 
restrict the use of “grandfather” provisions that exempt some tank cars 
from new safety-related requirements, 7 that it establish stronger require¬ 
ments for testing the structural condition of in-service tank cars (NTSB 
1992), and that it consider the environmental and potential human health 
effects of materials when assigning them to tank cars and other types of 
packaging (NTSB 1991). DOT is currently addressing these concerns in 
rulemaking (Federal Register 1993a; Federal Register 1993b). 

Besides NTSB, several other bodies and organizations have examined 
issues pertaining to tank car safety. Congress has considered the adequacy 
of laws and regulations governing the shipment by tank car of materials 
harmful to the environment and human health. Congressional interest in 
this subject increased following the 1991 release of a herbicide from a tank 
car into the Sacramento River in California, causing extensive ecological 
damage and economic impacts. 8 In congressional hearings, railroad labor 
representatives also raised concerns about the potential adverse effects of 
tank car releases on the long-term health and safety of rail workers. 9 Some 
industry groups have also questioned the adequacy of regulations govern¬ 
ing the shipment of environmentally sensitive chemicals. AAR, for in¬ 
stance, has noted the high cost of cleaning up and treating spills involving 
these materials, many of which are subject to minimal DOT packaging 
restrictions (Barkan at al. 1991). 

During the past 5 years, the General Accounting Office (GAO) issued 
several reports recommending that FRA and RSPA collect better haz¬ 
ardous materials incident data, especially for use in deploying enforcement 
resources to high-risk aspects of hazardous materials transportation (GAO 
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1989a; GAO 1989b; GAO 1990; GAO 1991a; GAO 1991b). In response 
to the GAO recommendations, RSPA enhanced its hazardous materials 
incident reporting form to collect more detailed information from carriers. 
In addition, FRA increased its use of incident reports, violation records, 
traffic data, and other statistical information in deploying hazardous 
materials field inspectors. 


STUDY SCOPE AND APPROACH 

Whereas several of these issues fall within the broad legislative charge for 
this study, their proper assessment requires the examination of many 
complex technical, economic, and safety matters. The committee decided 
to narrow the study scope to focus on areas that are of sufficient impor¬ 
tance to warrant recommendations and that could be examined with the 
resources and expertise available. 

The Hazardous Materials Transportation Uniform Safety Act 
(HMTUSA) calls for an examination of the tank car design process. From 
the outset of the study, the committee recognized that such an examination 
would require consideration of the overall process for ensuring tank car 
safety, not just the design process. The overall safety process consists of a 
range of government and industry activities that affect how tank cars are 
built and maintained, operated and handled, and authorized for use in 
shipping specific hazardous commodities. The committee reviewed the 
major elements of this process, considering the effectiveness of DOT’s 
regulatory, research, and enforcement programs and their association with 
AAR and industry efforts to improve tank car safety. This review led to the 
identification of several strengths and weaknesses in the process, some of 
which led to recommendations. 

A unique element of the tank car design process is the role of the AAR 
TCC. To understand this role, the study committee spent a great deal of 
time examining the nature of the design approval functions and respon¬ 
sibilities of the TCC. The study committee also examined DOT’s oversight 
responsibilities. Relatively little consideration was given to the specific 
procedures followed by the TCC in implementing the approval authorities. 
The study committee felt that appropriate implementation and oversight 
procedures cannot be devised or evaluated without a clear understanding 
of the purpose of the authorities. 

HMTUSA also requested an examination of whether head protection 
should be required on all tank cars that carry hazardous materials. During 
the study, DOT proposed new rules to further expand requirements for 
head protection (.Federal Register 1993a). Though the study committee 
was aware of the ongoing rulemaking, the latest rule proposals were not 
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published in time for committee evaluation. Nevertheless, the committee 
decided at the outset of the study that it could not properly assess the need 
for head protection on individual tank car designs and for specific types of 
hazardous materials. Such an assessment was deemed beyond the scope 
and resources of the study because of the many economic, technical, and 
safety implications that would need to be evaluated. Instead, the commit¬ 
tee decided to focus its efforts on reviewing the general process used by 
DOT in determining which tank cars warrant head protection and other 
safety features. 

Consideration was given to a few other specific safety issues. Examples 
include the structural testing of in-service tank cars and DOT’s procedures 
for excluding some tank cars from design safety requirements. Although 
these and other issues considered were not derived from a comprehensive 
review of all tank car safety issues, they deal with matters that arose during 
the course of the study and that the committee believes are important and 
sufficiently understood to permit recommendations. 


REPORT ORGANIZATION 

The remainder of the report is organized into four chapters. Background 
information on tank car design and operations is contained in Chapter 2. 
In Chapter 3 the framework of regulations governing tank cars is described 
and tank car safety performance is reviewed, including what is known 
about the effectiveness of head protection systems. 

Government and industry activities to ensure tank car safety, ranging 
from regulatory activities to research, testing, and enforcement programs, 
are examined in Chapter 4. Included in Chapter 4 is a review of the 
functions of the AAR TCC and a synopsis of the approaches for approving 
and certifying vehicle and container designs in other transport modes. Key 
findings from the study and major issues that are the subject of recommen¬ 
dations are discussed in Chapter 5. A glossary of terms used in the report is 
provided in Appendix B. 


NOTES 

1. AAR Universal Machine Language Equipment Register, computer run dated 
May 3, 1993. 

2. More detailed statistics on tank car fleet characteristics and the data sources 
for the figures used in this chapter are provided in Chapter 2. 

3. A small fraction of tank cars are specialty designs that are not classed as either 
pressure or nonpressure designs. These include the cryogenic tank cars, multi¬ 
unit tank car tanks, and seamless steel tank car tanks. 
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4. See Chapter 3 for tank car release statistics. 

5. NTSB (1981) summarized its recommendations concerning head protection 
and other tank car safety measures during the 1960s and 1970s. 

6. These recommendations were the result of several NTSB accident investiga¬ 
tions and special reports during the 1980s. They are summarized in August 21, 
1990, correspondence from James L. Kolstad, Chairman of NTSB, to the 
Dockets Branch of RSPA (Docket HM-175A, Notice No. 90-8). 

7. The recommendation is summarized in August 21, 1990, correspondence 
from James L. Kolstad, Chairman of NTSB, to the Dockets Branch of RSPA 
(Docket HM-175A, Notice No. 90-8). 

8. On July 14, 1991, a Southern Pacific train derailed above the Sacramento 
River. A tank car fell into the river, spilling 19,000 gal of metam sodium, a 
herbicide that was not listed as a hazardous material by DOT. See Hearing 
before the Government and Transportation Subcommittee of the Committee 
on Government Operations, U.S. House of Representatives, July 31, 1991 
(U.S. Government Printing Office 1992). 

9. See statement of Lawrence M. Mann on behalf of the Railway Labor Execu¬ 
tives Association in Hearings before the Subcommittee on Transportation and 
Hazardous Materials of the Committee on Energy and Commerce, U.S. House 
of Representatives, November 7-8, 1989 (U.S. Government Printing Office 
1992, Serial 101-113). 
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CHAPTER 2 


Tank Car Design and 
Use Characteristics 


Background information on the design and oper- 
ating characteristics of railroad tank cars is reviewed in this chapter. A brief 
history of key developments in tank car design is followed by a review of 
principal tank car design features and major design types. Information is 
then provided on the kinds of materials transported by tank car and the use 
and operational characteristics of tank cars. 


KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN TANK CAR DESIGN 
Early Designs 

Railroad tank cars have transported chemicals, petroleum products, and 
other bulk liquids and compressed gases in North America for more than a 
century. 1 Early versions of tank cars were introduced more than 125 years 
ago to ship the first large quantities of crude oil produced from the 
petroleum fields of western Pennsylvania. Initially, the oil was shipped in 
wooden vats placed on railroad flat cars. Advances in design were soon 
made, and the vats were replaced by barrel-shaped wooden tanks mounted 
longitudinally on wooden car underframes. 

Further advances led to the use of riveted steel tanks that were more 
durable and resistant to leakage and could be mounted on steel beams. 
These advances resulted in the first true tank car. By the turn of the century 
more than 10,000 were in operation across North America. Most could 
hold 6,000 to 10,000 gal (22 710 to 37 850 L). Though crude oil and 
petroleum products remained the principal cargoes, numerous other mate- 
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rials, including acids, alcohols, ammonia, and food products, were shipped 
in the growing and increasingly diverse tank car fleet. 


Establishment of Design Standards 

In the years before World War I innovations were made in tank car design 
to accommodate the expanding number of industrial chemicals being 
shipped by rail. During this period, several “high-strength” tank cars were 
introduced to carry more volatile petroleum-based products. These tank 
cars were designed with pressure relief devices and were constructed of 
stronger steels than their predecessors. To ensure their quality, the rail¬ 
roads, in cooperation with shippers and tank car suppliers, established 
formal design specifications. The specifications, initially provided as 
guidelines, were eventually incorporated into railroad interchange rules. 2 

By the 1920s more than 80 commodities were being transported in 
approximately 50,000 tank cars. Because a growing number of these 
commodities were hazardous, Congress passed legislation requiring the 
development of tank car safety standards by the Interstate Commerce 
Commission (ICC). In 1927 ICC worked with industry to establish a set of 
seven new ICC specifications (Table 2-1). Most of the ICC specifications 


TABLE 2-1 Specifications for Tank Cars Established by ICC in 1927 
(FRA and RSPA 1990)_ 


Class 

General Description 

ICC-103 

General purpose tank car with a 2 percent expansion dome and 
safety valves capable of holding internal pressure below 45 psi 
or safety vent with rupture disc set for 30 psi 

ICC-103A 

Essentially an ICC-103 tank car with a safety vent instead of a 
safety valve, no bottom outlet, and a 1 percent expansion 
dome 

ICC-103B 

Rubber-lined ICC-103A tank car with a 1 percent expansion 
dome, used for acid service 

ICC-104 

A 103 tank car with 2 in. of insulation and a minimum 2 
percent expansion dome 

ICC-104A 

A 104 tank car with corkboard insulation, 75-psi safety valves, 
tank shell of open-hearth boilerplate steel, and a minimum 2 
percent expansion dome 

ICC-105 

Insulated pressure tank used for materials with high vapor 
pressures 

ICC-108 

Wooden tank used for transporting vinegar, wine, or similar 
food-grade products 
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were based on specifications established previously by industry. 3 The 
specifications governed tank wall thickness, construction materials, pres¬ 
sure relief systems, and various other design features. 


Key Technical Advances 

Before World War II, new specifications for heavier “pressure” cars were 
introduced to enable the transportation of chlorine and volatile flammable 
products such as liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). Most tank cars in opera¬ 
tion at the time used riveted steel tanks that were difficult to clean and had 
a tendency to leak through the seams, making them poorly suited for 
pressure service. During the 1930s major advances in welding technology 
eliminated the need for riveted seams. These advances were critical to the 
introduction of pressure tank cars. By the 1950s most of the approx¬ 
imately 150,000 tank cars in service had welded steel tanks. 

Another significant design change during the period was introduction of 
“stub sill” tank cars. Before 1950 most tanks were mounted on a contin¬ 
uous steel beam (known as a center sill) that transmitted most of the push 
and pull forces of the train. Stub sill cars were constructed with two 
unconnected sills (one attached to the bottom of each end of the tank) that 
made the tank the primary structural member of the tank car. The develop¬ 
ment of lighter underframes, coinciding with several other design 
changes—including domeless and noninsulated tanks—permitted the in¬ 
troduction of larger tank cars. 4 

Before the 1960s few tank cars could hold more than 10,000 gal 
(37 850 L) and most were less than 35 ft (10.67 m) long. By the middle of 
the decade many tank cars built in the new classes measured up to 80 ft 
(24.38 m) in length and had capacities exceeding 30,000 gal (113 550 L). 
Some were capable of holding more than 40,000 gal (151 400 L). The 
larger tank cars were especially attractive to shippers of low-density mate¬ 
rials, such as LPG and anhydrous ammonia, since significantly more 
product could be shipped in the larger tanks without exceeding gross 
weight limits. 


Introduction of Special Safety Features 

In the late 1960s several safety problems emerged with the large-capacity 
pressure cars. These cars, sometimes called “jumbo cars,” were in several 
accidents in which tank punctures or ruptures occurred. Concern over 
jumbo cars led to the introduction during the 1970s of several new safety 
features, including head and thermal protection systems. Limits on tank 
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size [34,500 gal (130 583 L)] and loaded car weight [263,000 lb (119 294 
kg)] were also imposed, and new restraining couplers (double-shelf cou¬ 
plers) were developed to reduce the potential for tank car punctures. More 
discussion of these safety features is provided later in this chapter and in 
Chapter 3. 


PRINCIPAL DESIGN FEATURES 

With the exception of some highly specialized equipment, virtually all tank 
cars consist of four major design elements: the tank, its fittings and 
attachments, the underframe and running gear, and special safety systems 
(Figure 2-1). 


Tank 

The common design feature of tank cars for more than 100 years has been 
the cylindrical shape of the tank. The tank cylinder, or shell, is formed by 
welding together several metal plates shaped into rings. The cylinder is 
capped at both ends with hemispheric or ellipsoidal heads. 5 

Tanks are usually constructed of carbon steel. About 2 percent are 
constructed of aluminum, nickel, or stainless steel alloys. Most tanks in 
nonpressure service have walls made of steel plates 7 /i6 in. (11.1 mm) thick 
(when other materials are used thickness is usually greater). Tanks used in 
pressure service are constructed from thicker steel plates (aluminum alloys 
are permitted for some pressure designs, but seldom used). Pressure tank 
walls usually range in thickness from 1 /i in. (12.7 mm) to more than 1 in. 
(25.4 mm), depending on test pressure, tank dimensions, and weld and 
steel strength characteristics. Tank heads and shells are usually the same 
thickness. 

Tank sizes vary. Because of limits on gross (loaded) car weight, the 
density of the lading is a key determinant of tank dimensions and carrying 
capacity. Medium- and high-density commodities usually are carried in 
tanks ranging in capacity from 7,000 to 25,000 gal (26 495 to 94 625 L). 
Larger tanks, which can carry up to 34,500 gal (130 583 L), are used for 
low-density commodities that can be shipped without exceeding gross 
weight limits. 6 

Tanks are often wrapped in fiberglass, foam, or other insulating materials 
and covered by a steel jacket that is approximately Vs in. (3.2 mm) thick. 
Insulation is essential for cargoes that need to be maintained within certain 
temperature ranges. 7 In addition, the interiors of some tanks are lined, 
coated, or clad with materials to maintain cargo purity and protea the tank 
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FIGURE 2-1 Principal design elements of nonpressure tank car (NTSB 1991). 
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from the corrosive or reactive effects of the cargo. Linings are made of glass 
and rubber and coatings usually consist of sprayed-on organic materials. 
Common cladding materials are lead, nickel, and stainless steel. 

Some tanks have heating systems mounted internally or externally to the 
tank walls. Steam, hot water, or heated oil is circulated through the heater 
coils and pipes to warm viscous or solidified materials for easier unloading. 
Tank interiors may be divided into compartments that allow carriage of 
several different commodities in smaller quantities. A few older tank cars are 
equipped with expansion domes on top of the tank. The purpose of the dome 
is to provide vacant space (outage) for cargo to expand during temperature 
changes. Research during the 1950s indicated that the dome was not needed 
when sufficient outage was provided in the tank itself. 


Tank Fittings and Attachments 

Various types of tank fittings located at openings in the tank are used for 
tank loading and unloading, cleaning and repair, pressure relief, and cargo 
monitoring (Figure 2-2). The types of fittings used and their placement on 
the tank depend on the characteristics of the commodity, regulatory re¬ 
quirements, and operational needs. 

Valves are the most common fitting. Some valves are used for loading 
and unloading, and others provide internal pressure relief. Loading and 
unloading valves may be on the top or bottom of the tank. Top valves on 
pressure cars are usually covered by a protective manway housing; bottom 
valves, used almost exclusively on nonpressure cars, are usually located at 
the center of the tank. Fittings used for pressure relief are placed on top of 
the tank. They are designed to open at predetermined pressures to reduce 
the stress on the tank walls caused by commodity vaporization and expan¬ 
sion. Safety vents are sometimes used instead of valves. They may consist of 
a frangible disc that ruptures when specific internal pressures are reached 
or a fusible plug that melts at threshold temperatures. 

The largest tank fitting is the manway, which is on top of the tank. The 
manway allows human and mechanical access into the tank for cleaning, 
inspection, loading, unloading, and repairs. It is closed with a hinged or 
bolted cover. Other common fittings include gauging devices, used for 
measuring the amount of product in the tank; thermometer wells and 
sampling lines, used for determining the condition of the product; and 
bottom sumps and washouts, used for tank emptying and cleaning. 

Tank attachments differ from fittings. They are normally connected to 
metal pads welded to the tank exterior. Examples are ladders, platforms, 
hand rails, brake supports, and body bolsters that cradle the tank to the 
underframe or stub sills (see Figures 2-1 and 2-3). 
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Top loading/unloading valve Bottom outlet valve 





FIGURE 2-2 Examples of tank car valves (Union Pacific Railroad 1990). 

Underframe and Running Gear 

The tank is mounted on an underframe that rests on the running gear of the 
car. As discussed previously, there are two types of underframes: full- 
length center sills and stub sills (Figure 2-3). The center sill underframe is 
no longer in general use, although it is used on aluminum tank cars and 
tank cars designed to transport low-temperature commodities such as 
carbon dioxide. Tank cars built with stub sills account for more than 90 
percent of the fleet. 

The running gear of tank cars is the same as that of most other freight 
cars, consisting of wheels, axles, sideframes, springs, and other standard 
equipment for car movement and braking. The coupling systems of tank 
cars, however, differ from those of most other railcars. Tank cars have 
special double-shelf couplers, as discussed in the next subsection. 







Full-length center sill underframe 




Truck assembly 



FIGURE 2-3 Tank car underframe and running gear (Union Pacific Railroad 
1990). 
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Safety Systems 

Depending on the design of the tank car and the commodity carried, U.S. 
Department of Transportation (DOT) regulations require certain safety 
features. Among them are double-shelf couplers, head and thermal protec¬ 
tion systems, pressure relief devices, and equipment to protect fittings. 

Double-Shelf Couplers 

All tank cars used in hazardous materials service have special couplers 
designed to remain engaged when subjected to forces that occur during 
switching operations and train accidents. The type of coupler used for this 
purpose has two steel plates or “shelves” located at the top and bottom of 
the coupling device (Figure 2-4). The shelves are designed to restrict the 
upward and downward movement of engaged couplers, providing more 
effective restraint and interlocking. Double-shelf couplers became a com¬ 
mon design feature in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when regulations 
were adopted phasing in their use on all tank cars in hazardous materials 
service. 8 

Head Protection 

From 1978 to 1984 regulations were changed to require head protection 
on most pressure cars used to carry flammable gases and certain other 
hazardous materials. The purpose of head protection is to make the tank 
heads (ends) more resistant to puncture from the couplers of other railcars, 
broken rails, or other objects. Flead protection requirements were origi¬ 
nally established to prevent punctures during switchyard operations, when 
excess speed or bounce during car switching can cause couplers to override 
into the tank car head. DOT regulations require the bottom half of each 
tank head—the area most likely to be struck during yard impacts—to be 
able to withstand the force of a coupler striking it at a relative speed of 
18 mph (29-km/hr). 9 

The regulations do not prescribe how this head protection performance 
standard must be met but permit, as an option, use of steel plates Vi in. 
(12.7 mm) thick mounted in front of the tank heads, as shown in Figure 
2-5. Many older pressure cars have been equipped with the half-head 
protection devices. Many newer pressure cars are built with steel jacket 
heads that have been designed to pass DOT’S 18-mph (29 km/hr) coupler 
impact test, qualifying them as head-protected. 

The term “head shield” used in the legislative charge for this study (see 
Chapter 1) is sometimes used to refer specifically to the half-head protec¬ 
tion device shown in Figure 2-5. In this study, the broader term “head 



Tank Car Design and Use Characteristics 37 


STANDARD COUPLERS 




DOUBLE-SHELF COUPLERS USED ON TANK CARS 



FIGURE 2-4 Standard freight car couplers and tank car double-shelf 
couplers (NTSB 1980). 


protection” is used in reference to all devices that qualify as head puncture 
protection according to current (1994) federal standards, including half¬ 
head and full-head protection systems. 

Thermal Protection 

Thermal protection was introduced at approximately the same time as 
head protection. It was developed in response to several major failures in 
which tanks carrying flammable gases were weakened by exposure to fire 
following a derailment or other accident. Resulting ruptures and explo¬ 
sions, known as BLEVEs (boiling liquid expanding vapor explosions), 
often occurred about Vi hr after the initial accident event, after emergency 





FIGURE 2-5 Examples of tank car safety features (Union Pacific Railroad 
1990). 
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responders had arrived at the scene and were near the weakened tank. The 
purpose of thermal protection is to retard heat flow into the tank when 
exposed to fire, providing emergency responders additional time to isolate 
the area, cool the tank, and begin to control the fire before the pressure in 
the tank exceeds the residual strength of the tank walls. 

Federal regulations do not mandate a particular thermal system, but 
prescribe performance standards for tank cars carrying flammable gases. 10 
Two main systems in use that meet these standards are a jacketed insula¬ 
tion system, consisting of a heavy blanket of mineral wool or ceramic fiber 
wrapped around the tank and held in place by a metal jacket; and a 
textured heat-resistant coating sprayed directly onto the tank exterior. The 
former system is more common. Both systems are combined with high- 
capacity safety relief valves, which vent heated product rapidly. 

Thermal protection systems differ significantly from conventional insu¬ 
lation systems. The latter normally are designed to limit heat transfer at 
ambient air temperatures and maintain lading temperatures. Conventional 
insulation systems often lose their effectiveness at the high temperatures 
generated by fire. Thermal protection systems, on the other hand, use 
materials that continue to retard heat flow at temperatures well above 
ambient levels. 

Pressure Relief Systems 

All DOT-specification tank cars have safety relief devices (usually valves) 
that limit pressure buildup in the tank. When pressures reach predeter¬ 
mined levels, the devices open to emit product and lower the pressure. 
Federal regulations prescribe pressure settings that vary according to the 
tank test pressure rating. These devices are sometimes used in combination 
with other pressure relief devices, including safety vents. Some non¬ 
pressure cars, including those used for acids and other materials with low 
vapor pressures, have safety vents only, partly because of the lack of 
durable and affordable corrosion-resistant valve materials. 

Protection of Tank Fittings and Attachments 

Because valves, other fittings, and tank attachments may be damaged in an 
accident, federal regulations and AAR interchange rules require the use of 
certain devices to protect them. On pressure cars, bottom fittings are 
prohibited and top fittings are located inside a reinforced housing (Figure 
2-5). Nonpressure cars have less stringent requirements for protection of 
fittings. Bottom fittings are permitted, although DOT regulations require 
breakaway grooves and AAR interchange rules require skid protection 
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(Figure 2-5). Similar protection is not required for top fittings on non¬ 
pressure cars, because they are considered less susceptible than bottom 
fittings to accident damage. 

Protection of the tank wall from tearing or puncture by attachments is 
accomplished by mounting the attachments on metal pads welded to the 
tank wall. The pads provide a breakaway connection for the attachment, 
preventing damage to the tank wall. 

DESIGN TYPES 
Specification Numbers 

Most tank cars that carry hazardous materials must meet minimum DOT 
design requirements established for specific tank car classes. There are a 
dozen classes; each is given a three-digit number that follows the “DOT” 
prefix (e.g., DOT-105). 11 Within each of the classes are design types. The 
design types are identified by specification numbers. The full specification 
number (e.g., DOT-105J500W) indicates tank test pressure, construction 
material, and the presence of specific safety devices, such as head and 
thermal protection systems (see accompanying box for explanation of 
specification numbers). 

Materials not regulated by DOT and certain regulated materials with 
low hazards may be carried in non-DOT tank cars, consisting primarily of 
cars designed to AAR specifications. 12 Because DOT and AAR specifica¬ 
tions are very similar, more than 98 percent of tank cars are designed and 
classified according to the DOT specifications, which permit greater flex¬ 
ibility in use (Table 2-2). Approximately 210,000 DOT-class tank cars 
operate in North America (Table 2-2). 13 


Nonpressure Designs 

Nonpressure tank cars carry most of the hazardous and nonhazardous 
shipments moved by tank car. The two most common are the DOT-103 
and DOT-111; the latter type is predominant, accounting for more than 95 
percent of the nonpressure car fleet (Table 2-3). 

DOT-103 

The DOT-103 is the oldest nonpressure design with tank cars still in 
service. Its origins date back to 1927, when the ICC began regulating tank 
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EXPLANATION OF TANK CAR DESIGN 
SPECIFICATION NUMBERS 

(General American Transportation Corporation 1991) 

DOT 111 A 60 AL W 

: : : : : Welded construction 

: : : Construction metal other than steel (alumi- 

: : : : num) 

: : : Tank test pressure 

: : Insignificant unless S, T, or J (see below) 

: Class number 

Authorizing agency 

Authorizing Agency 

Tank cars that meet DOT or AAR specifications are designated with the 
appropriate specification number beginning with either prefix. AAR cars 
meet most DOT requirements and are authorized to carry some regulated 
commodities. 

Class Number 

Class numbers denote general categories of tank cars that have several 
common design and construction features. The most common tank car is the 
DOT-111, which accounts for about three-quarters of the tank car fleet. The 
111, which is a nonpressure design, carries most kinds of materials moved by 
tank car. The next most common classes are the DOT-105 and DOT-112 
pressure tank cars, which account for between 20 and 25 percent of tank cars 
in service and a higher share of tank cars used in hazardous materials service. 

“A,” “S “J,” and “T” Identifiers 

The letters A, S, J, or T follow the class number of some tank car designs. 
Whereas A has no special significance except as a separator of the class and 
test pressure numbers, the other letters indicate that the car is equipped with 
certain protective systems. S indicates that the car is equipped with head 
protection. J indicates that the car is equipped with head protection and 
jacketed thermal protection. T indicates that the car is equipped with head 
protection and sprayed-on thermal protection. These designations apply 
mainly to the pressure tank cars, which carry most of the commodities that 
require the special protection. 

Tank Test Pressure 

For most tank cars, the tank test pressure is denoted in the specification 
designation. Test pressures are measured in pounds per square inch (psi) 
using test methods prescribed in the regulations. Test pressures generally 
range from 60 psi (except in some older cars) for general service tank cars to 
600 psi for the highest test-pressure cars. The Ills can be tested for 60 or 
100 psi, although most new cars are built to the 100-psi specification. Most 
new 105 and 112 cars are built to specifications of 300 psi or higher. 
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EXPLANATION OF TANK CAR DESIGN 
SPECIFICATION NUMBERS 

(General American Transportation Corporation 1991) (continued) 
Construction Material 

The most common materials used for construction of tank cars are steel and 
steel alloys. The next most common material is aluminum, followed by a small 
number of nickel and nickel alloy tanks. When steel is not used, the alternative 
material is indicated in the specification number after the test pressure number 
(or class number if no pressure number is indicated). About 2,500 tank cars are 
nonsteel, of which about 2,000 are constructed of aluminum. 

Welded Construction 

The suffix W denotes a fusion-welded tank. F denotes a forge-welded tank, and 
X denotes a fusion-welded longitudinal tank seam and forge-welded head 
seams. The absence of a suffix indicates a seamless tank construction. Virtually 
ail tank cars in operation today are fusion welded, with the exception of about 
300 DOT-103 and DOT-107 tank cars. 


cars. The type 103 is the last tank car in operation with an expansion dome 
and center sill as common design features. Although revisions to the design 
were made as late as 1971, no new 103s are being built for economic reasons. 
Only about 2,500 of these tank cars remain in service. 

DOT-111 

During the 1960s the DOT-111 replaced the DOT-103 as the predominant 
general-purpose tank car. The reason behind this shift was the introduction of 
domeless and stub sill designs, which permitted larger tanks. 

Nearly 160,000 type Ills are in use, making up about three-quarters of 
the present tank car fleet. Approximately two-thirds are less than 20 years 
old. Over the years, numerous versions of the type 111 have been introduced, 
varying in construction materials, tank linings, insulation, and other design 
features. Most type Ills have tank capacities of 13,000 to 25,000 gal (49 205 
to 94 625 L). Many have tank wall (head and shell) thicknesses of 7 /i 6 in. 
(11.1 mm). 

The type 111 is not subject to the same requirements as pressure cars 
concerning protection and placement of valves and other fittings. However, 
starting in the 1970s, AAR phased in revisions to its interchange rules to 
require additional protection for bottom fittings, including skid protection 
devices. All type Ills constructed since 1978 have this protection and most 
older cars have been retrofitted. 







TABLE 2-3 North American Tank Car Fleet by DOT Specification Type and Year Built, 1993 _ 

_ YearBu i lt _ Percentage 

DOT Before 1964 to 1974 to After of Total 

Class 1964 1973 1983 1983 Total Fleet General Description of Class 
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*The 120 class has been proposed as a DOT specification but not approved. The DOT-120 tank cars currently in service operate under exemption. 
SOURCES: General American Transportation Corporation 1991 and AAR tank car inventory data (UMLER computer run on May 4, 1993). 
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Pressure Designs 

Pressure cars transport most of the compressed gases (materials maintained in 
a liquefied state by pressure) shipped in bulk by rail and make up about one- 
quarter of the tank car fleet. These cars have test pressures ranging from 100 
to 600 psi (690 to 4137 kPa). About two-thirds of pressure cars have head 
protection, and many of these cars are equipped with thermal protection as 
well. Pressure cars equipped with both types of protection contain the letters J 
or T in their specification number (e.g., DOT-105J, DOT-112T). Cars with 
head protection only have the letter S in their specification number (e.g., 
DOT-112S). With few exceptions, pressure car fittings are on top of the tank 
in a protective manway cover. Two pressure designs, the DOT-105 and 
DOT-112, account for more than 95 percent of the pressure car fleet. 14 

DOT-105 

The type 105 is the oldest and most common pressure design. It makes up 
slightly more than half of the pressure car fleet and 12 percent of the total tank 
car fleet. Like the type 103, it dates back to the original seven tank car design 
specifications set by ICC in 1927. Welded versions of the type 105 were 
introduced during the 1930s. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the type 105 
was the predominant pressure car. Today it remains the most popular pres¬ 
sure car, accounting for about 85 percent of new pressure cars being built. 

The latest revisions to the type 105 design were made during the early 
1980s, when DOT required head and thermal protection on many of the 
105s. About 45 percent of the cars are now equipped with head protection. 
All 105s are insulated. 15 Many have low-capacity tanks that hold less than 
20,000 gal (75 700 L). These smaller cars are popular for chlorine service. 
Whereas many chlorine cars are not equipped with head protection, they have 
thick tank walls and thick insulation systems covered by steel jacket heads 
that enhance puncture resistance. 

DOT-112 

The next most common pressure car is the DOT-112, introduced during the 
late 1950s to accommodate shipper demands for larger tanks to carry light¬ 
weight compressed gases more economically. The type 112 is a noninsulated, 
larger version of the type 105. Its tank capacity can range as high as 34,500 
gal (130 583 L). The first type 112s in operation were built under special ICC 
exemption. They immediately became popular for shipping LPG, anhydrous 
ammonia, and other low-density compressed gases. During the 1960s some 
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type 112s were designed to hold more than 40,000 gal (151 400 L), which 
was more than 3 times the capacity of most other pressure cars at the time. 

Serious accidents involving type 112s during the late 1960s spurred devel¬ 
opment of head and thermal protection. More than 95 percent of the 112s in 
operation today have one or both protection systems. In recent years, the type 
112 has become less popular for new construction orders, accounting for 
fewer than 15 percent of pressure cars built since 1984. 


Specialized Designs 

Certain commodities need highly specialized tank cars because of their 
operational (i.e., loading and unloading) requirements and physical and 
chemical characteristics (e.g., low-temperature transport). Several tank car 
design classes have been established to accommodate these commodities. The 
classes are listed in the federal regulations as multiunit tank car tanks, 
cryogenic tank cars, and seamless steel tank car tanks. Because of the small 
number of specialty tank cars—totaling fewer than 1,000—they are not 
discussed in this report. Nevertheless, the specialty cars are subject to many of 
the same design and operation requirements as other tank cars, and much of 
the report discussion applies to them. 


TANK CAR USE AND OPERATIONAL 
CHARACTERISTICS 

Use in Hazardous Materials Service 

Tank cars carry both hazardous and nonhazardous materials. Of approx¬ 
imately 210,000 tank cars in North America, nearly 100,000 are used to 
transport materials not regulated by DOT, such as vegetable oil, juice, 
vinegar, and clay slurry. Whereas nearly all 50,000 pressure cars carry 
hazardous materials, 16 only about 40 percent (65,000) of the nonpressure 
cars do (Table 2-4). About 55 percent of the North American tank car fleet, 
totaling almost 115,000 tank cars, are in hazardous materials service. 

In 1992 approximately 950,000 carloads 17 of hazardous materials were 
shipped by tank car, a 25 percent increase in traffic since 1986 even though a 
larger share of hazardous materials traffic is now moved in other types of 
railcars and containers, including portable tanks and other intermodal con¬ 
tainers (Bureau of Explosives 1993, 1). Tank cars account for about 70 
percent of hazardous materials shipments by rail, down from 80 percent in 
1986 (Figure 2-6). 
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TABLE 2-4 Estimated Number of Tank Cars in Service in 
North America, 1993 



Hazardous 

Nonhazardous 



Materials 

Materials 


Type of Tank Car 

Service 

Service 

Total 

Nonpressure 

64,057" 

98,585 

162,642 

Pressure 

49,348 

0 b 

49,348 

Total 

113,405 

98,585 

211,990 

Percentage of Total 

53 

47 

100 


NOTE: Specialty tank cars, of which there are fewer than 1,000, are not included in the table. 
Figures include both AAR and DOT class tank cars. 

* Calculations are based on the assumption that 40 percent of nonpressure tank cars are 
dedicated to hazardous materials service, as indicated by a sample of AAR TRAIN II 
traffic data examined by AAR (personal communication, AAR Research and Test 
Department). 

^Assumes that all pressure tank cars are used in hazardous materials service, although a 
small number may be used to carry unregulated commodities. 


Types of Hazardous Materials Shipped by Tank Car 

Although tank cars carry a variety of hazardous materials, most traffic 
consists of a few high-volume commodities. About 90 percent of hazardous 
materials tank car traffic (measured in originating carloads) is generated by 
125 commodities (Bureau of Explosives 1993, 8), and more than half of this 
traffic is generated by 10 commodities (Table 2-5). Most of these commodi¬ 
ties are either corrosive or flammable (Figure 2-7). Caustic soda, sulfuric acid, 
and phosphoric acid are the corrosives most frequendy shipped by tank car. 
LPG is the most common flammable gas, and alcohols and petroleum prod¬ 
ucts account for most flammable liquid traffic (Table 2-5). 

An appreciable share of tank car traffic is generated by materials having 
other hazards. For instance, combustibles (such as diesel oil) and nonflam¬ 
mable and poison gases (such as anhydrous ammonia and chlorine) each 
account for about 10 percent of hazardous materials traffic by tank car. 


Hazardous Materials Traffic by Region 

Tank car traffic is heavy in regions having large petrochemical, mining, and 
agricultural industries. Considerable tank car traffic originates on the Gulf 
Coast of the United States, because of the petroleum and chemical industries 
in the region. Tank car traffic passes through the extensive rail systems in the 
Midwest and South Central states to the large port and manufacturing cities 
of the Northeast, California, and the Great Lakes region (Beier et al. 1991). 
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Carloads (thousands) 



Year 


□ Other Car 

□ Tank Car 


FIGURE 2-6 Annual shipments (carloads) of hazardous materials in tank 
cars and other types of freight cars, 1986 to 1992 (Bureau of Explosives 1992; 
Bureau of Explosives 1993). 

The types of commodities shipped by tank car can vary significantly by 
region. Much of the hazardous materials traffic originating from the Gulf 
Coast consists of petrochemicals and allied products. A large portion of 
traffic in the Midwest, Florida, and other agricultural regions consists of 
fertilizers, such as anhydrous ammonia. The Northeast and Great Lakes 
regions are origin and destination points for many adds and chemicals 
used in manufacturing and processing and for significant refinery traffic, 
including shipments of gasoline, home heating oil, and other petroleum 
products. 

Table 2-6 gives hazardous materials that are commonly shipped to or 
from regions by railroad tank car. 


Tank Car Ownership and Leasing 

Tank cars are among the most expensive freight cars to build, operate, and 
maintain. The price paid for most other new freight cars (except refrig- 
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TABLE 2-5 Top 10 Hazardous Commodities Shipped by Tank Car 
Type, 1992 (Bureau of Explosives 1993) 


Commodity 

Carloads' 1 

Hazard Class 

Primary 
Tank Car 
Types Used 

LPG 

149,823 

Flammable gas 

DOT-105J, 
DOT-112J 

Sodium hydroxide 
(caustic soda) 

78,935 

Corrosive 

DOT-111 

Molten sulfur 

70,825 

Extreme heat 
(Class 9 
Miscellaneous) 

DOT-111, 

AAR-211 

Sulfuric acid 

58,111 

Corrosive 

DOT-111 

Anhydrous ammonia 

52,517 

Nonflammable 

gas 

DOT-112S 

Chlorine 

45,465 

Poison gas 

DOT-105A 

Fuel oil and diesel 

42,085 

Combustible 

liquid 

DOT-111 

Methyl alcohol 

27,866 

Flammable liquid 

DOT-111 

Vinyl chloride 

25,152 

Flammable gas 

DOT-105J, 

DOT-112J 

Phosphoric acid 

Total for top 10 
commodities 

Total tank carloads of 
hazardous 
commodities 

Percent of total from 
top 10 

24,869 

575,648 

954,000 

60 

Corrosive 

DOT-111 


a Carloads originating in the United States and Canada. 


erated cars and certain other custom cars) seldom exceeds $45,000 (AAR 
1992,53). Prices for new tank cars usually exceed $55,000 for nonpressure 
cars and $75,000 for pressure cars. Factors contributing to the higher 
prices include the need for high-quality and heavier construction materials, 
custom design features, and greater specialization and quality control 
during manufacturing. 

Tank cars also are more costly to operate than other freight cars because 
they usually are dedicated to specific commodities and seldom are able to 
carry other types of commodities as backhaul on return trips. Because of 
these factors, tank cars often travel empty and remain idle for long periods 
(seasonal shipping patterns of many commodities contribute to their spo¬ 
radic use). Also, for safety, tank cars require more careful handling during 
loading and unloading and special training of workers to ensure proper 
preparation before transportation. Finally, tank cars can be expensive to 
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FIGURE 2-7 Tank car traffic (originating carloads) by DOT hazard class, 
1992 (Bureau of Explosives 1993, 10). 

maintain because of the special attention that must be paid to monitoring 
the condition of the tank and its safety equipment and the need for 
specialized servicing and repair facilities. 

Many of the cost factors that distinguish tank cars from other railcars 
were recognized by the railroad industry more than 100 years ago. During 
the late 19th century, when ICC began regulating railroad transportation, 
special provisions were established exempting tank cars from requirements 
that railroads make freight cars available to shippers for use in common 
carriage. A consequence of this exemption is that railroads own very few 
tank cars, even though tank cars account for about 15 percent of the total 
freight car fleet (Table 2-7). Nearly all tank cars are owned by shippers or 
leased to them by tank car leasing companies. 

Though some tank cars are owned by small shippers and investors, most 
are owned by large corporations with fleets consisting of hundreds or 
thousands of cars. Most of the country’s largest oil and chemical com¬ 
panies have extensive private fleets or are the primary customers of tank 
car leasing companies. Leasing companies own more than half the North 
American tank car fleet. Three of the five largest leasing companies also 
build tank cars. 






































TABLE 2-6 Hazardous Materials Railroad Traffic by Region 
(Beier et al. 1991) 


Region 

Common Types of Hazardous 
Materials Moved by Rail 

Percent of Total 
Originating 
Hazardous 
Materials 
Railroad Traffic" 1 

Northeast/Middle 

Atlantic 

Fuel oil, gasoline, sulfuric acid, 
chlorine, caustic soda, crude 
oil 

14 

Southeast 

Caustic soda, anhydrous 
ammonia, sulfuric acid, LPG, 
phosphoric acid 

16 

Great Lakes/ 
Central 

Vinyl chloride, phosphoric acid, 
alcohol, LPG, anhydrous 
ammonia 

20 

Plains/Upper 

Midwest 

Anhydrous ammonia, alcohol, 
phosphoric acid 

9 

Gulf Coast/South 
Central 

Caustic soda, LPG, chlorine, 
vinyl chloride, phosphoric 
acid, molten sulfur 

30 

Pacific/Mountain 

Sulfuric acid, LPG, chlorine, 
gasoline, caustic soda, molten 
sulfur 

11 


a Carloads of hazardous materials originating in region. 


TABLE 2-7 Types of Freight Cars in U.S. Railcar Fleet, 1991 
(AAR 1992, 51) _ 

Owner 


Car 


Car Type 

Total 

Class I 
Railroad 

Other 

Railroad 

Company 
or Shipper 

Box (plain and 

174,124 

115,888 

41,072 

17,164 

equipped) 

Hoppers (covered and 

509,692 

314,151 

28,576 

166,965 

open top) 

Flat 

125,651 

76,632 

5,826 

43,193 

Refrigerator 

38,485 

30,655 

4,775 

3,055 

Gondola 

139,568 

87,013 

14,482 

38,073 

Tank 

189,147 

1,173 

40 

187,934 

Other 

12,993 

1,189,660 

7,977 

2,721 

2,295 

Total 

633,489 

97,492 

458,679 


Note: Figures do not include many freight cars based in Canada that are eligible for 
interchange service in the United States, including about 20,000 tank cars. 
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Leasing companies often supply hundreds of cars to a single shipper, 
who may find it more advantageous to lease than to own them. Lease 
periods usually range from 10 to 15 years, and monthly lease rates nor¬ 
mally vary between $500 and $800. Shorter lease periods are usually more 
expensive and less practical because of the need for special fitting configu¬ 
rations, linings, heating systems, and other custom features. Because major 
leasing companies own thousands of cars, they can offer shippers design 
types compatible with their needs. If tank cars with necessary custom 
features are not available in the supplier’s fleet, idle tank cars may be 
altered or new ones may be ordered. Leasing companies benefit from 
having tank cars that can be readily converted from one service to another. 
Because tank cars are built with the expectation of 30 years or more of 
service life, 18 both durability and versatility are key considerations in tank 
car design and construction. 

Once a tank car is delivered to the shipper, the supplier may not see it 
again until required retesting of the tank and its fittings is scheduled. 
According to some lease arrangements, maintenance and retesting are 
shipper responsibilities. Under these arrangements, the leasing company 
often does not see the car again until the lease expires. Most lease contracts 
give the supplier control over major tank car alterations, including those 
required by changes in federal regulation. Costs of alterations, however, 
usually are passed on to shippers through higher lease rates or direct billing 
of the expenses incurred. 


Shipper Operations 

As manufacturers, distributors, and users of hazardous materials—and 
often the operators of sizable tank car fleets—shippers are assumed to have 
the most knowledge of the particular hazard characteristics and regulatory 
requirements of their shipments. Federal regulations have traditionally 
made shippers responsible for ensuring that suitable and authorized pack¬ 
aging is used for their products. 

In addition to regulatory requirements, most shippers have compelling 
economic incentives to provide packaging that ensures safe containment. 
Large shippers may tender and receive hundreds of bulk shipments by tank 
car each week in their plants and distribution facilities. A single plant may 
have multiple loading and unloading areas and track siding on which 
dozens of tank cars are stationed at various stages of loading or unloading. 
Efficient tank car operations are often critical to the proper functioning of 
the plant because tank cars deliver many of the input materials from 
suppliers and move finished products to customers and other company 
facilities. 
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Various practices are followed by shippers to ensure the quality of their 
tank car fleets. Many large shippers operate their own tank car mainte¬ 
nance and repair shops and employ tank car engineers to help design new 
tank cars and periodically inspect the fabrication and repair shops used to 
supply and service the fleet. Some shippers have established their own 
criteria and procedures for tank car design, maintenance, and use that 
exceed DOT and industry standards; for instance, by routinely testing cars 
for structural integrity, using tank cars designed for higher test pressures 
than required, and upgrading tank cars to incorporate more safety fea¬ 
tures, such as thicker tank walls and better-protected fittings (personal 
communication, Chemical Manufacturers Association). 

In addition to ensuring the physical condition of their tank cars, ship¬ 
pers must make sure that tank cars are properly loaded and secured before 
each trip. In doing so, the shipper must verify that the tank is filled 
correctly (e.g., with sufficient expansion space and within allowable weight 
limits) and that valves and other components are properly secured. After 
loading the tank car, the shipper may check for leaks by pressurizing the 
tank or by leaving it on a siding for several hours before transport to ensure 
that fittings, gaskets, rupture discs, and other components do not leak. 
Federal regulations do not require the use of specific materials for many 
tank components such as gaskets; therefore, shippers are responsible for 
selecting materials that are compatible with their products. 

Shippers are also responsible for ensuring that tank cars readied for 
transport are properly marked, placarded, and accompanied by shipping 
papers with emergency response instructions. The shipper chooses the 
appropriate placard and hazard description (e.g., flammable liquid) for its 
product according to procedures established by DOT. All shippers of 
hazardous materials are required to provide a 24-hr telephone number 
that can be used by emergency responders to obtain information about the 
shipment. Many large shippers have emergency response teams that can be 
deployed to tank car incidents at company facilities or in transit. Because 
receivers of tank cars are not always familiar with the regulations, shippers 
may provide instructions on safe methods for unloading the tank car and 
properly securing and placarding it for the return trip. 


Railroad Operations of Tank Cars 

Railroads move thousands of tank cars between hundreds of different 
shippers and receivers each day. Because they own very few tank cars, 
railroads depend on shippers to provide equipment that is sound, well 
secured, and properly marked and placarded. Railroads are responsible for 
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ensuring that tank cars arrive at their destinations safely, with the cargo 
intact, and within a reasonable period. 

The movement of a tank car (or group of cars) usually begins with the 
placement of an order by the shipper with the local railroad or terminal 
operator. The order may consist of a one-time or routine pickup of one or 
more cars, depending on the size and nature of the shipper’s operations. 
Large shippers often negotiate long-term contracts with railroads. Ship¬ 
ping rates are established according to the volume, distances, and types of 
commodities shipped. To assist in this process, railroads have developed 
commodity-based shipping rates for interline service that vary by ship¬ 
ment density, value, and handling requirements. Product information, 
billing rates, and final destination are provided on a bill of lading, which 
serves as a contract between the shipper and carrier. The railroad transfers 
information from the bill of lading into a computerized shipment record, 
known as a waybill, which contains hazard information accessible by the 
railroad in an emergency. 

Once an order has been placed, the tank car is moved from the shipper’s 
siding by a local carrier. Most shipments by rail involve more than one 
carrier because of the long distances traveled and the need for movement of 
cars between sidings and branch lines to main track and trunk lines. 19 
Typically, tank cars pass through numerous yards and are switched several 
times during the trip. During portions of the trip, the tank car may be idle 
on yard track. The length of time depends on several factors, including 
train scheduling, locomotive and crew availability, and yard space. 

During switching operations, tank cars are sorted into groups or blocks 
of cars headed to similar destinations. Cars are sorted through various 
means. The most common is a hump yard, where trains are assembled, or 
classified, by moving the cars over a hump in the rail yard and allowing 
them to descend through switches for coupling by the force of gravity. 
Retarders on the tracks regulate the velocity of the car during its descent. 
Coupling speeds are usually slower than 5 mph (8 km/hr). AAR has 
recommended that its member railroads limit coupling speeds of all 
placarded tank cars to 4 mph (6 km/hr) or less (AAR Circular OT-55). 
Federal regulations contain few restrictions on tank car switching pro¬ 
cedures. A general restriction is that a placarded tank car cannot be in 
motion (under its own momentum) for switching at the same time another 
freight car is on the same ladder track. A narrower but more significant 
restriction is that cars carrying certain explosive materials and highly 
poisonous gases and liquids are prohibited from coupling under their own 
momentum at all times (49 CFR 174.83). 20 

Because cars are frequently switched from one train to another, federal 
regulations require that the train crew be notified of the position of all 
placarded tank cars in the train. Several factors affect the position of tank 
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cars in a train. DOT regulations prohibit placement of most placarded tank 
cars closer than six cars from a locomotive, except in short trains where 
alternative positioning is not possible. To improve train dynamics, rail¬ 
roads frequently position heavier tank cars near the front of the train. 
Empty or lighter cars usually are positioned in the rear. The destination of 
the tank car also affects its position in the train. Blocks of cars with similar 
transfer or drop-off points usually are positioned together. Unit trains, 
operating between a single origin and destination, often are composed 
exclusively of tank cars. These situations are most common for tank cars 
carrying crude oil, molten sulfur, and other raw commodities from oil 
fields, mines, and storage areas. 

Except for unit trains, railroads seldom dedicate trains to hazardous 
materials or tank car service. For trains carrying large amounts of highly 
hazardous materials [defined as 5 loads of poison by inhalation materials 
(PIH) or 20 loads consisting of a combination of PIH materials, flammable 
gases, or Class A explosives], AAR recommends maximum operating 
speeds of 50 mph (80 km/hr) and certain other operating and routing 
requirements (AAR Circular OT-55). In addition, AAR recommends that 
railroads designate routes with heavy hazardous materials traffic (defined 
as routes with annual traffic consisting of 10,000 or more loads of haz¬ 
ardous materials or 4,000 or more loads of PIH materials and flammable 
gases) as “key” routes, subject to more stringent track inspection practices 
and other equipment and operating criteria (AAR Circular OT-55). 

A tank car is inspected at various points during its journey. Federal 
regulations require that trains be inspected every 1,000 mi (1609 km). 
Cars are visually inspected by railroad workers at interchange and certain 
other intermediate points. The main focus of inspection is to verify that 
running equipment is in working order. Valves, fittings, and other tank 
components are inspected visually at ground level only, and it is not always 
possible for inspectors to determine whether top valves and other fittings 
are secure. 

If a problem is detected in the running gear or coupling system of a tank 
car during inspections or en route, the car may be removed from the train 
for repair. Railroads have car repair crews and sidings for this purpose. If 
problems are encountered that affect the tank or its fittings, the railroad 
will contact the shipper for instructions about unloading, movement, and 
repair. The railroad will not attempt a repair. The shipper may require 
special exemption from DOT for the car to be moved to an unloading site 
and one of the more than 100 AAR-certified tank car repair shops. (During 
emergencies involving tank cars, most major railroads have special re¬ 
sponse teams that can assist government agencies and shipper response 
teams in handling the incident.) 
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The entire tank car trip can take from a few days to more than 2 weeks. 
The time period will depend on the distances involved, the priority of the 
shipment, and the number of carriers used. After a tank car has reached its 
final destination, the local carrier will contact the receiver to arrange 
delivery. The last railroad handling the car usually keeps the waybill and is 
responsible for allocating charges among railroads. Reciprocal billing 
agreements between railroads facilitate this process. 

At receiver facilities, tank cars are sometimes used for temporary stor¬ 
age of commodities that are slowly unloaded. Once unloaded by the 
receiver, 21 the tank car is usually returned to the shipper empty or with a 
residual amount of material in the tank. In this case, the receiver must place 
a Residue placard on the car for its return and provide shipping papers with 
the appropriate emergency response information on the residual product. 
On the return, the receiver functions as a shipper. 


KEY POINTS AND FINDINGS 

• The numerous tank car design types vary in several key design fea¬ 
tures , including head protection and other safety systems. More than three 
dozen tank car design specifications are authorized by DOT for use in 
hazardous materials service. Most designs fall into two general categories: 
pressure and nonpressure cars. About three-quarters of the 210,000 tank 
cars operating in North America are nonpressure cars, designed to carry 
liquids with low vapor pressures. About one-quarter are pressure cars, 
designed for liquefied gases and other materials shipped under pressure. 
The pressure and nonpressure cars differ in several important respects. 
Pressure cars are made of thicker steel and alloys, which provide added 
strength for containing materials under high pressure and enhance punc¬ 
ture resistance. The valves and other fittings of pressure cars are also better 
protected than those of nonpressure cars. About half of pressure cars have 
special head and thermal protection systems that make them less vulner¬ 
able to puncture and rupture damage during an accident. These protective 
systems were adopted during the past 15 years. In addition, all tank cars in 
hazardous materials service, including both pressure and nonpressure 
cars, have special coupling systems, known as double-shelf couplers, 
which keep cars interlocked and more stable during derailments and other 
accidents. 

• Tank cars carry a wide range of materials that have different hazard 
characteristics. Half the tank cars in service routinely carry materials 
classified as hazardous by DOT, including nearly all pressure cars and 
about 40 percent of nonpressure cars. About one million shipments of 
hazardous materials are moved by these tank cars each year. Although a 
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relatively small number of commodities account for most tank car haz¬ 
ardous materials traffic, tank cars carry hundreds of commodities with 
numerous hazard characteristics. Tank cars account for about three- 
quarters of the hazardous materials traffic (measured in carloads) moved 
by rail, although portable tanks and other intermodal containers have 
increased their traffic share in recent years. 

• Several industries have important responsibilities and incentives to 
ensure tank car safety. The tank car “industry” consists of tank car 
suppliers, shippers, and railroads. Each has played a central role in ensur¬ 
ing tank car safety for more than a century and was active in setting and 
enforcing tank car design standards. Tank car suppliers consist of com¬ 
panies that build tank cars and own large fleets that are leased to shippers. 
Shippers, comprising most major chemical and oil companies, own about 
one-third of the tank cars in service and lease the rest from suppliers. Given 
the importance of tank cars to their operations, shippers have strong 
incentives to ensure safe and efficient tank car service. Railroads own very 
few tank cars, but their operations in switching, handling, and routing 
tank cars are critical to safety. Like shippers, railroads are subject to 
statutory and regulatory requirements to ensure tank car safety and have 
strong economic incentives to avoid the delays, damage, and remediation 
costs associated with incidents. 


NOTES 

1. Much of the discussion and information provided in this section was derived 
from Heller (1970). 

2. Recommended practices for tank car design and construction were first estab¬ 
lished in 1903 by the Master Car Builders Association, which was composed of 
mechanical engineers from the railroads and tank car companies. The prac¬ 
tices were advanced to industry standards through incorporation into the 
railroad interchange rules (Heller 1970). The interchange rules, which are 
established by the railroads through the Association of American Railroads 
(AAR), govern railcar dimensions and other equipment criteria to facilitate 
interchange of equipment between railroads. 

3. In 1927, ICC incorporated into regulation the industry-developed design 
standards established by the Tank Car Committee of the American Railway 
Association (which later merged with other railroad industry groups to form 
the Association of American Railroads). 

4. Increases in tank size were made possible in large part by the elimination of 
tank exterior protrusions such as running boards and domes, which had 
previously been an important factor in limiting tank diameter because of AAR 
vertical and horizontal clearance restrictions. 

5. A relatively small number of tank cars do not have a cylindrical shape. For 
instance, about 5,000 pressure cars, constructed primarily during the 1960s, 
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were designed with expanded tank centers (with a center diameter larger than 
the tank’s head diameters) to provide additional carrying capacity for low- 
density commodities. Subsequent changes in the AAR interchange rules that 
increased the limits on vertical and horizontal clearance made these dual¬ 
diameter design less advantageous. 

6. As an example of the relationship between commodity density and tank 
capacity, consider molten sulfur and propane. The density of molten sulfur is 
about 15 ib/gal, compared with about 4.5 ib/gal for propane. (The density of 
water is approximately 8 Ib/gal.) A tank car with an empty weight of 59,000 lb 
can carry no more than 13,600 gal of molten sulfur—weighing 204,000 lb— 
because of 263,000 lb gross weight limits for freight cars [59,000 + (13,600 
x 15) = 263,000]. By comparison, the limiting constraint on propane ship¬ 
ments is the 34,500-gal limit on tank capacity. A 34,500-gal shipment of 
propane weighs only 155,250 lb, which does not exceed gross weight limits 
even when transported in a high-capacity tank car weighing 100,000 lb. 

7. Conventional insulation should not be confused with insulation provided for 
thermal protection (discussed later). Conventional insulation is not designed 
to withstand severe heating and fire conditions. 

8. Requirements for double-shelf couplers have been phased in since 1978, when 
they were required on all DOT-112 and DOT-114 pressure cars. By 1982 ail 
pressure cars had them, and by 1989 all tank cars used in hazardous materials 
service were equipped. Currently, a small number of nonpressure tank cars 
(fewer than 4,000) used in nonhazardous service do not have double-shelf 
couplers. 

9. Tests by the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA), AAR, and Railway 
Progress Institute (RPI) in the early 1970s showed that head punctures caused 
by impacts in railroad classification yards generally occur at speeds above 12 
mph, usually when a loaded tank car strikes a standing empty freight car, 
causing the empty car to jump and ram its coupler into the head of the 
oncoming tank car. A study by the RPI-AAR Tank Car Safety Research and 
Test Project of 140 tank car head punctures that occurred from 1965 to 1986 
found that 82 percent of the puncture holes were located on the bottom half of 
the head (RPI-AAR 1989). A more recent examination of tank car incidents on 
mainline track (rather than switching yards) indicates that impact objects such 
as broken rails and broken couplers may strike the tank head, and head 
protection may provide some benefit in these cases as well (Coltman and Hazel 
1992). 

10. The regulations require that the tank be capable of keeping metal temperatures 
below 800°F or 100 min during a pool fire or for 30 min during a torch fire. 
DOT has identified several systems that meet these requirements. DOT has 
recently proposed new regulations that would require thermal protection on 
tank cars used to ship “thermally reactive” materials that, if released, react 
violently with other materials and may decompose with explosive force 
(.Federal Register 1993). 

11. This includes the proposed DOT-120 class, authorized for use by DOT 
exemption. 
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12. A major difference in the specifications is that AAR tank cars are not subject to 
full postweld heat treatment or radioscopic weld examinations. 

13. About 10 percent of these tank cars are based in Canada. With few exceptions, 
tank cars that meet Canadian design requirements also meet the DOT require¬ 
ments and are eligible for interchange service in the United States. 

14. Other pressure car classes include the DOT-109 and DOT-114. About 800 of 
these cars are in service. Another pressure car is the DOT-120, which has an 
insulated tank with optional bottom fittings. Fewer than 150 of these cars are 
in service. 

15. This refers to conventional tank insulation, not insulation provided for ther¬ 
mal protection. 

16. Tank cars usually are dedicated to the transportation of a single commodity for 
a long period. Conversion to other commodity service is expensive and imprac¬ 
tical in the short term because of costs associated with tank cleaning to 
maintain product purity and alteration of the valves, linings, and other fea¬ 
tures to accommodate each product’s physical and operational needs. 

17. The figure cited represents the number of tank car loads of hazardous material 
that originated from shippers in the United States and Canada, as reported to 
AAR in its TRAIN II shipment information system. 

18. DOT rules permit the use of tank cars for up to 50 years, provided they are 
inspected and tested according to DOT regulations. AAR interchange rules 
also govern tank car and freight car service life. 

19. Nationwide there are more than 500 regional, short line, and terminal railroad 
companies that provide feeder service to the 13 major trunk line carriers. 

20. Class DOT-113 tank cars are also restricted during free switching when 
shipping flammable gas. Fewer than 150 of these tank cars are in service. 

21. Most tank cars are fully unloaded at a single receiver. Tank cars are seldom 
used for multiple deliveries. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Tank Car 
Regulation and 
Safety Performance 


Regulations governing the design, construction, 
and maintenance of railroad tank cars and their use in transporting 
hazardous materials are reviewed in this chapter. This is followed by review 
of the safety record of tank cars and the safety performance of individual 
design types, including those equipped with head protection. 


TANK CAR REGULATIONS 
Evolution of Regulations 

Current regulations governing railroad tank cars have evolved from more 
than 100 years of congressional legislation, agency regulatory programs, 
and industry standard-setting activities. 

Since the Civil War, Congress has enacted more than 50 laws affecting 
the shipment of hazardous materials by tank car (NTSB 1981, 2). During 
this period several federal agencies have had responsibility for aspects of 
hazardous materials regulation, including the Interstate Commerce Com¬ 
mission (ICC), the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA), other modal 
agencies in the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), and DOT’s 
Research and Special Programs Administration (RSPA). The regulations of 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) also affect hazardous mate¬ 
rials transportation. 

For much of this century ICC regulated the shipment of hazardous 
materials by rail. Because of limited resources, ICC relied on industry for 
technical support of its hazardous materials programs. Industry standard- 
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setting bodies, such as the Bureau of Explosives (BOE) of the Association 
of American Railroads (AAR), played a central role in classifying materials 
by hazard type and setting packaging and container standards. ICC later 
adopted many of the standards and practices of these bodies. In the case of 
tank cars, ICC incorporated into regulation the design specifications devel¬ 
oped primarily by the AAR Tank Car Committee (TCC) and required tank 
car builders and owners to utilize the TCC to review plans for new tank car 
construction, proposals for new design types, and industry requests for 
exemptions from ICC design requirements. 

This prominent industry role remained largely unchanged until the 
1960s, when most federal responsibility for hazardous materials trans¬ 
portation safety was transferred to the newly created Department of 
Transportation. To ensure that final regulatory authority rested with the 
government, DOT withdrew or curtailed many of the regulatory functions 
delegated to BOE and other industry bodies. For tank cars, DOT instituted 
better defined regulatory procedures for the formation of new design 
specifications and the approval of requests for regulatory exemptions. 
Whereas DOT continued to rely on the TCC for many important activities, 
including review of tank car construction drawings, it adopted more 
formal procedures for DOT authorization of new design classes and ex¬ 
emption requests. 

In strengthening its regulatory role, DOT faced several impediments, 
including the absence of a clear mission for its regulatory program. Its 
authority to regulate hazardous materials, like that of ICC, was based on 
provisions in numerous statutes. As a result, the regulatory structure 
developed on a product-by-product and mode-by-mode basis, causing key 
elements of the regulatory program to be dispersed among several modal 
agencies. 

Some of these problems were resolved by the Hazardous Materials 
Transportation Act of 1975 (HMTA). HMTA was the first statute to define 
DOT’S mission in regulating hazardous materials and to provide direct 
lines of authority for doing so. The act authorized DOT to regulate 
materials that pose an “unreasonable risk to health and safety or property 
when transported in commerce,” giving it broad authority to regulate 
carriers, shippers, and container manufacturers, suppliers, and repairers. 
To consolidate resources and provide greater uniformity in hazardous 
materials regulation, DOT merged its regulatory authority into one unit, 
the Materials Transportation Bureau (MTB), which has evolved into the 
Office of Hazardous Materials Safety in the Research and Special Pro¬ 
grams Administration. Meanwhile, FRA retained primary responsibility 
for providing enforcement, research, and technical support for the tank car 
regulatory program. 
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Since passage of HMTA, DOT’s responsibilities for hazardous materials 
safety have expanded. During the past two decades, several laws were 
passed requiring DOT to regulate the transport of substances and wastes 
classified by EPA as hazardous because of their potential to contaminate 
the environment and affect public health. 1 The legislation caused hundreds 
of additional materials to be subject to DOT restriction during transporta¬ 
tion. Some of the special DOT regulatory provisions for hazardous sub¬ 
stances and wastes are discussed later in this chapter. 


Key Tank Car Regulations 

The main body of regulations governing shipment of hazardous materials 
by tank car is in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), Title 49, Parts 100 
through 179. The regulations govern aspects of tank car design, construc¬ 
tion, and maintenance; operations of hazardous materials tank cars by 
railroads; and use of tank cars in carrying specific kinds of hazardous 
materials. 

Tank Car Design , Construction, and Maintenance 

As discussed in Chapter 2, most tank cars used for shipping regulated 
materials must be built to DOT design specifications for pressure, non¬ 
pressure, and specialty tank cars. 2 Within each of these families of tank 
cars are several design classes (e.g., DOT-105 and DOT-111), each of 
which contains more specific design types, known as specifications (e.g., 
DOT-105J500W and DOT-111A100W1). Design criteria are often quite 
similar among the specifications in a design class. Minor variations, such as 
differences in tank lining type and material, may differentiate one specifi¬ 
cation from another in a design class. 

Examples of design criteria are given in Table 3-1. The criteria vary in 
detail and scope. Many are design specific; that is, they prescribe the exact 
materials, measurements, or fabrication processes used in constructing the 
tank car. Examples of design-specific requirements are minimum tank wall 
(shell and head) thicknesses and approved steel and alloy types. Certain 
other criteria are more aptly described as performance based. They define 
how well the tank car and its components must perform rather than the 
precise criteria to which they must be designed or constructed. As an 
example, thermal protection rules impose minimum thermal conductivity 
and fire resistance capacities (accompanied by test procedures to deter¬ 
mine capacity) but do not prescribe the materials, procedures, or products 
that must be used to provide thermal protection. 
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Numerous provisions in the regulations require tank car builders and 
component makers to obtain TCC approval of tank car construction plans, 
designs of valves and other fittings, and methods of repair, alteration, and 
conversion. These provisions are intended to provide DOT with a means of 
ensuring industry compliance with the regulations. 3 For design-specific 
regulatory requirements, the committee’s role is fairly straightforward. It 
must verify that construction drawings submitted by builders contain the 
elements called for in DOT regulations. In other cases, however, the TCCs 
role warrants greater committee evaluation and judgment. As an example, 
DOT regulations require that tank car valves used for loading and unload¬ 
ing be of an “approved design” made of metal not subject to rapid 
deterioration by the lading (49 CFR 179.100-13). “Approved design” 
refers to TCC approval authorization. With certain limitations, such as 
acceptable locations for mounting the valve, the TCC is free to approve the 
type of valve, the materials used to construct it, and specific design details 
(provided the TCC is satisfied that the valve meets the general DOT 
requirements for valve and lading compatibility). 

After construction drawings have been approved by the TCC—meaning 
that in the committee’s expert judgment the proposed tank car meets all 
DOT minimums—the car may be built as a DOT-class tank car. After the 
car has been constructed and passed a required hydrostatic pressure test, 
the builder is responsible for certifying that the car meets all DOT (and 
AAR) requirements. In this respect, it is the builder, not the TCC, who is 
responsible for ensuring that individual tank cars meet DOT requirements 
[49 CFR 179-1 (e)]. If the TCC mistakenly approves a set of plans that does 
not fully comply, it is the responsibility of the builder to detea the error 
and resubmit the corrected plans for reapproval. If the tank car (or series of 
tank cars) is built and placed in service before the error is detected, the 
owner must notify and work with DOT to determine the correaive actions 
to be taken. 

Once a tank car is in service, the regulations require periodic retesting of 
certain design components every 1 to 20 years. Tanks and their interior 
heating systems must undergo a hydrostatic pressure test. Safety relief 
valves must be tested for operation at their approved pressure settings. 4 
The frequency of required testing depends on the age and specification of 
the car. 

Tank Car Operations by Railroads 

The hazardous materials regulations define certain responsibilities of ship¬ 
pers and railroads in transporting, storing, and handling cars containing 
hazardous materials. Carriers must visually inspect cars to make sure that 
there are no leaks, running gear is in order, and required shipping papers 
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and other hazard information (e.g., placards and markings) are provided. 
Unless an exemption is granted by DOT, a leaking tank car cannot be 
moved until the car is repaired. For tank cars with minor leaks, short 
movements are permitted if the spill can be safely contained. Tank cars 
having larger leaks may be moved away from populated areas. 

Tank car switching procedures and positioning in the train are governed 
to a limited degree. Although regulations do not prescribe a maximum 
allowable speed for tank car coupling, they prohibit humping (switching of 
cars under their own momentum) of some tank cars containing highly 
hazardous materials (discussed in Chapter 2). For other tank cars being 
coupled, DOT rules state that cars should not travel at speeds greater than 
necessary to complete the coupling. Regulations prohibit the positioning of 
placarded tank cars closer than six cars from a locomotive or other 
occupied car. Tank cars bearing the Residue placard, indicating that they 
contain residual amounts of hazardous material, must be separated from a 
locomotive or other occupied cars by at least one nonplacarded car. 

Assignment of Hazardous Materials to Tank Car Design 
Types 

Assignment of materials to specific tank car design types is based in large 
part on DOT’s hazard classification system. According to this system, each 
regulated material is grouped into a hazard class (or division) correspond¬ 
ing to the material’s acute hazard characteristics (e.g., flammability or 
corrosivity) and physical state in transport (e.g., gas or liquid) (see Table 
3-2). Hence, materials are assigned to tank car types on the basis of their 
physical characteristics, such as vapor pressure for gases, and hazard 
characteristics, such as flammability, corrosivity, and toxicity. 

Hazardous Liquids 

With certain exceptions, hazardous liquids are assigned to a specific haz¬ 
ard class or division (e.g., corrosive, flammable liquid) and then into one of 
three packing groups. Materials that meet the criteria for high hazard in 
their class or division—on the basis of quantifiable measures of toxicity, 
corrosivity, flammability, and concentration, and other attributes—are 
assigned to Packing Group I (PGI). Medium-hazard materials are assigned 
to Packing Group II (PG II), and low-hazard materials are assigned to 
Packing Group III (PG III). 

As a practical matter, most DOT-class nonpressure cars are authorized 
for use in transporting PG I, PG II, and PG III hazardous liquids, including 
the high-hazard PG I corrosives, dangerous-when-wet materials, flamma¬ 
ble liquids, oxidizers, and spontaneously combustible materials (Table 
3-2). 5 A significant exception is that poison liquids meeting specific criteria 
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for vapor toxicity are classified as “poison inhalation hazards” (PIH) and 
are restricted to pressure cars, which have thicker tank walls and better- 
protected fittings than nonpressure cars. 

Hazardous Gases 

Compressed gases are treated differently than liquids. They are grouped 
into three hazard divisions—flammable, nonflammable, and poison—but 
they are not assigned to packing groups. Each is assigned to tank car 
designs on an individual basis. In general, shipments of gases that are 
nonflammable and nonpoisonous may be transported in any DOT pres¬ 
sure car with a suitable pressure rating to retain the vapor pressure. Most 
flammable gases and poison gases are assigned to pressure designs with 
both suitable pressure ratings (to retain internal vapor pressures) and 
special systems to provide accident protection. Nearly all flammable gases 
must be transported in pressure cars having head and thermal protection. 
Most poison gases must be transported in insulated pressure cars equipped 
with head protection (insulation need not be thermal quality). In the case 
of flammable gases, the pressure rating of the tank car authorized is 
dependent on the vapor pressure of the flammable gas. Poison gases (PIH) 
must be shipped in pressure cars with test pressures of 300 psi or greater 
because of the additional puncture protection provided by these thicker- 
walled tanks. Insulation (conventional, not thermal) is required on tank 
cars carrying poison gas presumably because of the additional puncture 
protection and heat insulation provided by these systems, although these 
systems are generally not regarded as safety features. 

Hazardous Substances 

A separate category of materials is defined as “hazardous substances” in 
the DOT regulations. These materials have been designated as hazardous 
by EPA because of the potential to contaminate the environment. EPA has 
assigned “reportable quantity” (RQ) values ranging from 1 to 5,000 lb 
(0.45 to 2250 kg) to each hazardous substance. When a hazardous sub¬ 
stance is released into the environment in a quantity exceeding its RQ, EPA 
must be notified. 

In many instances, DOT is required by law to regulate the transporta¬ 
tion of EPA-designated hazardous substances. When hazardous sub¬ 
stances are shipped in quantities equal to or exceeding their RQ values, 
they become subject to DOT restrictions. The restrictions usually require 
the shipment to be accompanied by emergency handling and response 
information. The shipments are seldom subject to DOT packaging, label¬ 
ing, and placarding requirements unless the materials also meet DOT 
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criteria for acute hazards (e.g., flammability or corrosivity), in which case 
they must comply with restrictions for the applicable hazard class. DOT 
has recently noted the need to “consider the long-term health effects and 
environmental risks when authorizing packages for hazardous materials” 
and suggested it would address the issue more fully in future rulemaking 
(.Federal Register 1993). 


TANK CAR SAFETY PERFORMANCE 
Tank Car Release Sources and Trends 

General trends in tank car safety can be measured in several ways. A 
commonly used measure is the annual change in the number of tank car 
hazardous materials releases reported to RSPA. Railroads must report to 
RSPA all unintended releases of hazardous materials during all phases of 
transportation, including loading and unloading, handling, and tempor¬ 
ary storage en route. Releases from accident events (e.g., collisions or 
derailments) as well as nonaccident situations (e.g., leaks from defective 
valve) must be reported within certain threshold criteria. 

Since the early 1980s, the number of releases reported to RSPA per year 
has varied from 700 to 1,300, with a slight upward trend since the 
mid-1980s (Figure 3-1). Annual variations have corresponded closely to 
fluctuations in tank car traffic, consistently averaging about 1 reported 
release per 1,000 shipments. Injuries have fluctuated between 20 and 70 
per year with no clear pattern. Perhaps the most notable trend has been the 
sharp decline in fatal injuries from tank car releases. Only one fatality from 
a hazardous materials tank car release (occurring in 1987) has been 
reported during the past decade (Figure 3-1). The near absence of fatalities 
during this period is in sharp contrast to the experience of the 1970s, when 
fatal releases occurred during most years and resulted in more than 40 
deaths altogether. 

Nonaccident Releases 

Most tank car releases are not associated with train or tank car crashes. 
During 1990 and 1991, only about 5 percent of releases recorded by RSPA 
were caused by damage to tank cars sustained in collisions or overturns. 
Nearly 75 percent were caused by loose or defective fittings. Venting of 
lading from safety relief devices, spills resulting from overloaded tank cars, 
and leaks from corrosion damage accounted for nearly 15 percent of 
releases (Figure 3-2). 
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FIGURE 3-1 Hazardous materials releases from tank cars reported to 
RSPA, 1982 to 1991 (RSPA 1983-1992; BOE 1988-1992). 



FIGURE 3-2 Causes of tank car hazardous materials releases reported to 
RSPA, 1990 and 1991 (source: RSPA computer analysis). 
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BOE also monitors tank car incidents, focusing on nonaccident releases 
of hazardous materials. When railroads report releases to RSPA, they send 
copies to BOE with additional information on release causes, conse¬ 
quences, and the types of cars involved. As a result, BOE records are more 
detailed than RSPA records. BOE also collects reports from Canadian 
railroads, making the base somewhat larger. Between 1988 and 1992, 
BOE recorded an average of about 1,000 nonaccident releases per year. Its 
tabulations of the reports from these years indicate that tank car safety 
vents are the most common source of release, accounting for nearly one in 
three (Figure 3-3). (These devices contain discs that sometimes rupture 
because of surges in cargo pressure during abnormal car handling and 
switching operations, insufficient product expansion space in the tank, or 
poor disc condition. 6 ) Leaks from safety valves, manways, and other top 
fittings accounted for most other nonaccident releases. Releases from tank 
heads and shells accounted for fewer than 5 percent of the reports. 

Accident Releases 

FRA can monitor railroad accidents involving hazardous materials 
through its general rail accident data base. Railroads must report to FRA 
all collisions, derailments, fires, and other accident events that result in 
death, injury, or property damage exceeding $6,300 (in 1992). The reports 
indicate whether cars containing hazardous materials were involved in the 


Safety Vent Disc 29% 



FIGURE 3-3 Sources of nonaccident releases of hazardous materials from 
tank cars reported to BOE, 1988 to 1992 (BOE 1993). 
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accident and whether they sustained damaged and released product. 
reports also provide basic information on the accident environment a^ 
circumstances, such as track type (e.g., mainline or yard), operating spee^ 
number of cars in the train, and the position of damaged cars. They do n^ 
indicate whether the cars involved consisted of tank cars or other types ^ 
railcars hauling hazardous materials. 

Between 1982 and 1991 FRA received approximately 4,500 reports ^ 
accidents that involved damage to cars containing hazardous material^ 
About 15 percent of these accidents—or 40 to 60 per year—resulted in . 
release of product (Figure 3-4). Many of these accidents involved mo^ 
than one car. Train derailments, collisions, and other nonyard acciden^ 
accounted for about 75 percent of these release events. Accidents in raj 
yards, including those occurring during switching operations, account^ 
for the remaining 25 percent. 

Comprehensive data on tank car accident damage is collected by th< 
RPI-AAR Railroad Tank Car Safety Research and Test Project (discusse c 
in derail in Chapter 4). The project, which was established more than 2( 
years ago by AAR and the Railway Progress Institute (RPI), has collect^ 
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FIGURE 3-4 Number and types of rail accidents involving hazardous 
materials releases reported to FRA, 1982 to 1991 [source: FRA Accident 
Incident Bulletin (annual)]. 
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more than 35,000 records of tank cars damaged in accidents dating back to 
1965. 7 The records are highly detailed, indicating the number of cars 
involved in the accident, the type of track and train speed, tank car design 
type and placement in the train, the type of materials involved, the section 
or component of the tank car that sustained damage, and other informa¬ 
tion. The data base covers all tank cars, including those not in hazardous 
materials service, which account for about half the tank car fleet. 

An evaluation by the RPI-AAR of records from 1965 to 1986 has 
indicated that the most common cause of tank car accident releases is 
damage to fittings (Figure 3-5), which accounted for about one-third of 
releases during the 22-year period. The next most common cause was shell 
and head punctures, accounting for nearly one-third of the accident re¬ 
leases. Unfortunately, the RPI-AAR data were aggregated for the entire 22- 
year period; hence, more recent trends in the share of releases by source 
were not given (e.g., shell, bottom fittings, head). The advent of double¬ 
shelf couplers, head protection, and thermal protection since the 1970s 
(and other safety factors) has undoubtedly altered the trend. As discussed 
in more detail later in this section, pressure cars equipped with these safety 
devices experienced a decline of more 90 percent in puncture releases from 


Shell 16% 



FIGURE 3-5 Sources of releases from tank cars damaged in accidents from 
1965 to 1986 (RPI-AAR 1990). (During much of the period studied, few tank 
cars were equipped with double-shelf couplers or head and thermal protection 
systems.) 
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1965-1979 to 1980-1986. In addition, the annual number of puncture 
and rupture releases among all tank car types (pressure and nonpressure) 
declined by half during the latter period. This decline suggests that punc¬ 
ture releases account for a significantly smaller share of tank car accident 
releases today than indicated in Figure 3-5. 

Summary of Release Sources and Trends 

Although not complete, the data discussed in the previous sections can be 
used to approximate the annual number of tank car releases by type, as 
shown in Figure 3-6. The approximation provides a rough indication of the 
sources of tank car releases, including head and shell punctures, although 
the data provided are not sufficient to compare the relative severity of each 
type of release. 

RSPA data indicate that about 1,000 tank cars release hazardous mate¬ 
rials each year (see Figure 3-1). Between 90 and 95 percent of the incidents 
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FIGURE 3-6 Approximate number of tank car hazardous materials releases 
per year by source of release (numbers are approximated on the basis of data 
presented in previous figures and tables in this chapter). 
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are associated with nonaccident release sources, such as leaks from valves 
and fittings (see Figures 3-2 and 3-3). The remaining 5 to 10 percent of 
releases, involving 50 to 100 tank cars, result from derailments, collisions, 
overturns, and other crash events as indicated by RSPA and FRA accident/ 
incident data (see Figures 3-2 and 3-4). 8 

Failure of tank car valves and other fittings is the primary source of 
nonaccident releases as well as accident releases, according to RSPA and 
RPI-AAR records (see Figures 3-2 and 3-5). RPI-AAR records indicate that 
releases from tank punctures and ruptures have declined dramatically in 
recent years, averaging fewer than 40 per year (including head and shell 
punctures and ruptures) in the entire tank car fleet during the early 1980s, 
the most recent period for which relevant accident data have been thor¬ 
oughly examined (RPI-AAR 1989). Tank cars in hazardous materials 
service account for about half of the tank car fleet, suggesting that only a 
small portion of these punctures and ruptures occurs among hazardous 
materials tank cars and that most tank car accident releases are caused by 
other sources. 


Safety Performance of Design Types 

Performance of Pressure and Nonpressure Designs 

In general, the pressure tank cars, which carry some of the most hazardous 
materials, are believed to be the safest designs. Pressure cars have histori¬ 
cally accounted for about 40 percent of tank car mileage (using data from 
1978 to 1986) but less than 20 percent of accident releases (using data 
from 1965 to 1986) (Figures 3-7 and 3-8). This performance may be 
explained by the thicker tank walls [ l /i in. (12.7 mm) or more] and better- 
protected fittings of pressure cars, as well as vigilance by shippers in 
inspecting and securing them before transport. 

The safety performance of individual pressure car designs, relative to 
each other and the individual nonpressure designs, is not as well estab¬ 
lished. Pressure car designs vary in several features important to safety, 
including tank wall thickness, head protection, and thermal protection. 
Table 3-3 gives some of the differences between the pressure and non¬ 
pressure designs. With the exception of head protection assessments, few 
studies have examined the relative safety performance of each tank car 
design type and their design features. 

Performance of Tank Cars Equipped with Head Protection 

Spurring the introduction of head protection systems was a series of 
accidents during the 1960s and 1970s in which pressure cars carrying 
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Percent of Total for All Tank Cars 



H Mileage HU Releases 

FIGURE 3-7 Share of tank car mileage and accident releases by design type. 
Mileage data for 1978 to 1986 (Harvey et al. 1987); release data for 1965 to 
1986 (RPI-AAR 1989). 


flammable gases were punctured by couplers of adjoining cars during 
switching operations and derailments. As discussed in Chapter 2, these 
accidents led to development of double-shelf couplers to improve tank car 
interlocking and to requirements for head protection. 9 During the late 
1970s and early 1980s, DOT required double-shelf couplers on all tank 
cars carrying hazardous materials and head protection on most pressure 










Tank Car Regulation and Safety Performance 79 


Annual Average Punctures/Ruptures 



Pressure Nonpressure Total 


FIGURE 3-8 Average puncture and rupture releases from tank cars 
(including those in nonhazardous service) per year for two periods (RPI-AAR 
1989). 

cars used for transporting flammable gas. By the early 1980s virtually all 
tank cars in hazardous materials service had double-shelf couplers, and 
more than half of pressure cars had head protection. 

After several years of experience with these safety devices, it has become 
possible to evaluate their effect. The RPI-AAR Tank Car Safety Research 
and Test Project has compared data on tank cars damaged in accidents 
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from 1965 to 1979 (before the use of double-shelf couplers and head 
protection on most pressure cars) with accident records from 1980to 1986 
(RPI-AAR1989). Results of the comparison indicate that the expanded use 
of double-shelf couplers and head protection devices during the early 
1980s coincided with a 91 percent reduction in the incidence of head 
puncture releases. 

Table 3-4 summarizes findings from the RPI-AAR project concerning 
the experience of pressure cars used to ship flammable gases and an¬ 
hydrous ammonia. From 1965 to 1979 an average of approximately nine 
head puncture accidents per year occurred involving tank cars used to ship 
these materials. From 1980 to 1986 these tank cars were involved in less 
than one head puncture accident per year on the average, representing a 
decline of approximately 90 percent. Although accurate data on changes 
in tank car traffic between the two periods are not available to normalize 
the data, the total number of tank cars in operation, including pressure 
cars, increased from the 1970s to the 1980s. 

Concurrent with the decline in head punctures were significant declines 
in most other types of accident releases. For instance, shell punctures 
among pressure cars dropped by more than half, from an average of about 
five per year from 1965 to 1979 to roughly two per year from 1980 to 
1986. Nonpressure cars (including those not used in hazardous materials 
service)—some of which were equipped with double-shelf couplers shortly 
after 1979 but not equipped with head protection devices—experienced a 
50 percent decline in puncture and rupture releases (Figure 3-8). This 
experience suggests that factors besides head protection, especially the 
widespread use of double-shelf couplers and general improvements in rail 
safety, have had significant effects in reducing puncture incidents. 10 


KEY POINTS AND FINDINGS 

• DOT establishes tank car design, construction, and maintenance 
standards with assistance from industry in ensuring broad compliance . 
The AAR TCC—composed of engineers and other technical representa¬ 
tives of tank car suppliers, shippers, and railroads—reviews and approves 
construction drawings, component designs, and methods of repair, alter¬ 
ation, and conversion that are proposed by builders, repairers, and ship¬ 
pers. By doing so, the TCC enhances industry compliance with DOT 
regulatory requirements. Tank car builders and repairers are ultimately 
responsible for verifying that finished tank cars meet all applicable DOT 
requirements, following DOT and TCC inspection and certification pro¬ 
cedures. Tank car owners and operators are responsible for ensuring that 
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Note: DOT-112J and DOT-105J type pressure tank cars are equipped with double-shelf couplers, head shields, and thermal protection; DOT-112S type 
tank cars are equipped with double-shelf couplers and head shields. The DOT-112A and DOT-105A type pressure cars are not equipped with head or 
thermal protection, and most such cars in operation from 1965 to 1979 were not equipped with double-shelf couplers. 
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in-service tank cars are periodically reinspected and retested according to 
DOT requirements. 

• DOT regulates the shipment of materials with acute safety hazards, 
assigning them to specific design types. DOT regulates hundreds of mate¬ 
rials as hazardous because of their corrosivity, flammability, toxicity, and 
other acute hazard characteristics. Each material is assigned to a hazard 
class on the basis of these hazard characteristics and its physical state in 
transport (e.g., gas, liquid). The physical characteristics of the material are 
often key determinants of tank car assignment, which are governed by 
DOT hazardous materials packaging regulations. Materials with the high¬ 
est vapor pressures are usually assigned to the pressure car designs with the 
thickest walls and greatest puncture resistance. Poison and flammable 
hazards are also key determinants of packaging. Most gases with these 
hazards are assigned to specially protected tank cars, including those with 
head and thermal protection. Packaging requirements have been modified 
in recent years. Some highly hazardous liquids (e.g., poison liquids with 
inhalation hazards) have been assigned to the thicker-walled, more punc¬ 
ture-resistant pressure cars because of concern over their hazard potential 
(e.g, high inhalation toxicity) rather than the need to contain vapor pres¬ 
sure. Demands have also increased for DOT to consider the need for 
stricter packaging requirements for some materials with environmental 
and other nonacute hazards. 

• Most hazardous materials releases from tank cars are leaks caused by 
deficiencies in tank car handling, securement, and physical condition, 
whereas only a small portion are caused by train derailments, collisions, 
and other accident events. Of the approximately 1,000 hazardous mate¬ 
rials releases from tank cars each year, about 90 percent are from tank 
valves and other fittings, defective tank linings, or other sources not caused 
by accident damage. Most accident-related releases are caused by damaged 
valves and fittings. Tank punctures and ruptures—often a cause of fatal 
tank car failures in the past—are rare. 

• The declining incidence of tank car head and shell punctures among 
all types of tank cars has coincided with the advent of several safety 
enhancements, including double-shelf couplers and head protection sys¬ 
tems, and improvements in overall railroad safety. Analyses of accident 
data indicate that head punctures in pressure cars used for flammable gases 
dropped by more than 90 percent after such cars were equipped with head 
protection. The precise effect of head protection in reducing punctures is 
not known, however, because other safety improvements such as double¬ 
shelf couplers have reduced the potential for puncture incidents. During 
the 1980s, punctures declined dramatically among both pressure and 
nonpressure cars. The latter tank cars are not equipped with head protec- 
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tion, indicating the importance of double-shelf couplers and other safety 
improvements by railroads and shippers. 

• Experience indicates that pressure cars, as a general class, are safer 
than nonpressure cars, but few systematic assessments have been made of 
the relative safety performance of individual design types. Incident data 
indicate that pressure cars account for a disproportionately smaller share 
of hazardous materials releases than nonpressure cars. Individual pressure 
car designs, however, differ in key design features that are likely to affect 
their ability to protect cargo in an accident. Differences in protection 
capabilities are important in assigning hazardous materials to individual 
tank car design types. The relative effectiveness of tank car design types in 
providing safe containment of product has not been systematically as¬ 
sessed by incident data, crash tests, or other measures. 


NOTES 

1. Examples of major legislation are the 1976 Resource Conservation and Recov¬ 
ery Act (for the control and regulation of hazardous waste disposal) and the 
1980 Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability 
Act (for the cleanup of abandoned hazardous waste sites). 

2. The specialty tank cars consist of the multiunit, cryogenic, and seamless steel 
tank cars. 

3. The organization and procedures of the AAR Tank Car Committee are dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 4. 

4. DOT has proposed rule changes (RSPA Docket HM-201) to require testing of 
tank car structural integrity, as discussed in Chapter 5. 

5. Materials may have special requirements for interior linings, coatings, fitting 
arrangements, and construction materials. 

6. Tank cars carrying corrosive commodities account for a disproportionate 
share of safety vent releases; corrosives are often carried in nonpressure tank 
cars equipped with non-reclosing safety vents. 

7. The records have been generated through the compilation of RSPA and FRA 
reports, BOE records, National Transportation Safety Board investigations, 
and documentation from individual shippers and railroads. 

8. This estimate is consistent with a 1993 study sponsored by FRA (Raj and 
Turner 1993), which estimated that 6 of every 10,000 tank cars in service 
sustain accident damage during a given year and lose product as a result of the 
damage. Because there are approximately 210,000 tank cars in service, this 
results in 126 such incidents. However, only about 55 percent of tank cars are 
in hazardous materials service, suggesting that about 70 (0.55 x 126) inci¬ 
dents involve hazardous materials releases. 

9. Subsequent experience indicates that these devices also help protect tank cars 
during mainline train accidents by keeping cars interlocked and more stable 
following derailments and by protecting tank car heads from broken couplers, 
rails, and other wreckage. 
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10. The precise effect is not known because overall improvements in rail safety and 
changes in tank car population and traffic have affected the general incidence 
and severity of railroad accidents. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Government and 
Industry Activities 
To Ensure 
Tank Car Safety 


Government and industry tank car safety 
programs and activities are reviewed in this chapter. U.S. Department of 
Transportation (DOT) rulemaking, enforcement, research, and data pro¬ 
grams pertaining to tank cars are discussed first. This is followed by a 
review of the activities of the National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the Canadian and 
Mexican governments concerning tank car safety. 

Industry’s efforts to ensure tank car safety through the development of 
standards for engineering and operations, research and testing, data pro¬ 
grams, and other means are also reviewed. Much of the discussion con¬ 
cerns the functions of the Tank Car Committee (TCC) of the Association of 
American Railroads (AAR) as it assists DOT in instituting standards for 
tank car design safety. Finally, a summary of government and industry 
procedures for implementing design standards for other types of transport 
vehicles and containers is provided. 


GOVERNMENT ACTIVITIES 
DOT 

Two DOT agencies—the Research and Special Programs Administration 
(RSPA) and Federal Railroad Administration (FRA)—have prominent 
roles in ensuring tank car safety. As the lead DOT agency in charge of 
hazardous materials safety for all modes of transport, RSPA sets DOT 
regulations 1 classifying hazardous materials, prescribing packaging, and 
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defining the requirements of shippers and carriers in handling hazardous 
shipments. Most of the enforcement and technical support for RSPA’s 
hazardous materials regulations is provided by the individual modal agen¬ 
cies. 2 In the case of railroad tank cars, FRA provides this support and also 
assists RSPA in formulating new regulations. 

Rulemaking and Exemption Procedures 

Federal regulations governing tank car engineering and operations (which 
are reviewed in Chapter 3) may be revised as a result of several actions. The 
most common are new laws requiring the revision, public petitions re¬ 
questing rule changes, and the identification of a safety concern or defi¬ 
ciency in the regulations by DOT that can be addressed by revising the 
regulations. The procedures employed by FRA and RSPA to formulate 
regulations, known as the rulemaking process, have an important effect on 
the cooperation between government and industry in activities to improve 
tank car safety. 

The rulemaking process involves several steps. It usually begins with the 
issuance of an “advance notice of proposed rulemaking,” which requests 
comments from the public about a perceived problem. The notice may 
include preliminary proposals for new regulations. Most rulemaking for 
tank cars is initiated by FRA’s Office of Safety Enforcement (Hazardous 
Materials Division), with the assistance and concurrence of RSPA’s Office 
of Hazardous Materials Safety, which publishes the rulemaking notices in 
the Federal Register . 

Depending on the subject, rulemaking can involve the publication of 
many rulemaking notices over a period of several years. During rulemaking 
proceedings, FRA and RSPA officials are prohibited from public discus¬ 
sion of matters related to issues in the proceedings unless they submit 
memoranda to the public docket summarizing the discussions. The pri¬ 
mary avenues for public input are scheduled hearings and requests for 
written comments that accompany most rulemaking notices. 3 

In formulating a final rule, FRA and RSPA are responsible for ensuring 
that all important economic, safety, and technical issues have been thor¬ 
oughly evaluated. The agencies review public comments submitted in 
response to the rulemaking notices and may sponsor special studies or 
consult with outside technical experts for further guidance. Once a final 
rule has been developed, it is published in the Federal Register with an 
implementation date. 

FRA and RSPA also review requests for exemptions to the regulations. 
Emergency exemptions are sometimes requested by shippers or carriers, 
for instance, to transport a damaged tank car to an unloading site. In these 
situations, FRA and RSPA may grant the exemption immediately (in a few 
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hours) if the action will not adversely affect safety. Most exemption re¬ 
quests do not involve emergencies. They usually consist of petitions for 
field testing of new tank car design types or components or for temporary 
use of a tank car that does not meet all regulatory requirements. These 
requests often require notice in the Federal Register accompanied by 
provisions for public comment. About 75 exemption requests (35 emer¬ 
gency and 40 nonemergency exemptions) concerning tank cars are re¬ 
viewed each year. 

If a problem is discovered that poses an urgent hazard, FRA has author¬ 
ity to bypass the regulatory process and issue an emergency order requir¬ 
ing steps to correct the problem. For instance, an emergency order may 
prohibit use of a particular group of tank cars if a serious design or 
construction deficiency is found. Because of their extraordinary nature, 
FRA issues emergency orders sparingly; during the past 20 years only nine 
have been issued that directly affect tank cars. 4 

Enforcement 

FRA is responsible for enforcing all hazardous materials regulations that 
pertain to railroad transportation. FRA’s Office of Safety Enforcement 
employs 360 inspectors who work in five major enforcement areas—track, 
motive power and equipment, signals and train control, operating practices, 
and hazardous materials. Forty-five of the 360 FRA inspectors are hazardous 
materials specialists. In addition FRA has agreements with more than 30 
states to conduct railroad inspections under federal authority. 

FRA hazardous materials inspectors cover shipper and receiver facili¬ 
ties, rail yards and lines, and tank car manufacturing and repair shops. 
They conduct about 4,000 inspections per year, selecting individual sites 
for inspection on the basis of a number of factors, including incident 
experience, traffic densities, previous inspection results, and violation rec¬ 
ords. Shipper and receiver facilities account for about 60 percent of inspec¬ 
tions, railroads for about 35 percent, and tank car manufacturing and 
repair shops for the remaining 5 percent (personal communication, FRA 
Office of Safety). 

During inspections of shipper and railroad facilities, inspectors examine 
tank cars for proper placarding and marking and review handling, loading, 
and unloading practices. During inspections of tank car manufacturing 
and repair shops, inspectors examine tank car work in progress, review 
worker qualification records, and examine methods used for tank car 
fabrication and repair. When a practice is found to be unsafe or a tank car is 
deemed unfit for further service, the inspector may issue an immediate 
notice prohibiting the practice or movement of the car until the safety 
deficiency is corrected. 
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During the past 5 years, FRA issued more than 3,000 penalties for 
violation of hazardous materials regulations by railroads, shippers, and 
container manufacturers and repairers. 5 Among the most common viola¬ 
tions (resulting in fines typically between $2,000 and $10,000 per viola¬ 
tion) were improperly secured closures on residue tank cars (e.g., loose 
valve and outlet closures), improper placarding of cars or containers, and 
failure to provide shipping papers containing required emergency response 
information. 

Finally, FRA inspectors investigate tank car failures, and they peri¬ 
odically conduct special field investigations in support of FRA research 
and regulatory programs. 

Research 

FRA’s Office of Research and Development (R&D) has supported tank car 
research for nearly 30 years. Tank car-related studies and other hazardous 
materials research account for about 5 percent of FRA’s total R&D 
budget. Between 1990 and 1993 FRA spent $4.4 million on tank car and 
hazardous materials research from a total research budget of $93.6 million 
for the period. 6 

Most FRA tank car research projects support the agency’s regulatory 
and enforcement needs, developed by R&D staff in consultation with 
hazardous materials specialists in the Office of Safety. Projects may also be 
initiated in response to NTSB recommendations or congressional man¬ 
date. Most projects, which last 2 to 5 years and cost between $50,000 and 
$300,000, are expected to yield results that can be applied to immediate 
safety problems and needs. 

Because FRA does not have in-house research capabilities, most re¬ 
search is conducted through contracts with private consultants, univer¬ 
sities, national laboratories, and DOT’s Volpe National Transportation 
Systems Center. Tests in support of FRA tank car research have been 
conducted at DOT’s Transportation Test Center under the management of 
AAR. RSPA and other federal agencies, such as the Department of Energy, 
occasionally join FRA in sponsoring tank car research. 

Technical Activities 

FRA and RSPA have small technical staffs responsible for a wide range of 
tank car design, construction, maintenance, and operational matters. They 
develop tank car rulemaking proposals, review requests for exemptions to 
regulations, manage the tank car research program, monitor tank car 
safety performance (by reviewing incident records and inspector reports), 
consult with field inspectors and legal staff to enforce the regulations, and 
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work with officials from Canada and Mexico to ensure uniformity in tank 
car standards. 

Agency technical staff also represent DOT at meetings of AAR’s TCC 
and other industry groups. Interaction of agency personnel with industry 
through these activities enhances their technical knowledge of tank cars 
and provides a means for exchanging research, enforcement, and regula¬ 
tory information. By participating in TCC meetings, agency staff also 
monitor the AAR approvals. Usually, one or two representatives from 
RSPA and FRA attend TCC meetings on an informal basis (i.e., they are 
not members of the TCC or formally appointed liaisons). 

Data Activities 

Good data are critical to the tank car activities of DOT. For instance, data 
on tank car hazardous materials releases, inspections, and fleet condition 
are essential to monitoring safety trends, formulating and evaluating 
rulemaking proposals, deploying enforcement resources, and conducting 
research. 

Data sources available to FRA and RSPA for these purposes are dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 3. Perhaps the most important data are statistical 
records of tank car incidents. This type of data is collected by DOT 
through RSPA’s Hazardous Materials Information System and FRA’s 
Railroad Accident/Incident Reporting System. The former is administered 
by RSPA’s Office of Hazardous Materials Safety, and the latter by FRA’s 
Office of Safety Analysis. 

Incident reports from both data bases are reviewed periodically by 
FRA’s Office of Safety, and copies of reports are distributed to FRA 
regional offices to aid in inspector deployment and to identify incidents 
that may warrant further investigation. More discussion of tank car data 
uses is provided in Chapter 5. 


NTSB 

NTSB is an independent federal agency charged with investigating trans¬ 
portation incidents and determining probable causes. NTSB investigates 
most major tank car incidents and recommends corrective measures to 
DOT, other government agencies, individual companies, and industry 
associations. Although NTSB has no enforcement or regulatory authority, 
it closely monitors the actions taken in response to its recommendations, 
submits comments to DOT on rulemaking proposals, and testifies before 
Congress on matters related to tank car safety. 
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Since its founding in 1968, NTSB has investigated more than three 
dozen tank car incidents, resulting in more than 75 recommendations to 
DOT and industry. Since the 1970s, NTSB has advocated use of head and 
thermal protection on tank cars and has expressed concern about DOT’s 
performance in addressing current safety problems and anticipating future 
ones. Some of NTSB’s concerns and recommendations are discussed in 
Chapter 5. 

EPA 

As the lead federal agency with responsibility for protecting the public and 
environment from hazardous substances and wastes, EPA has a role in 
ensuring hazardous materials transportation safety. The Comprehensive 
Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act requires DOT 
to regulate the transportation of substances deemed harmful by EPA. 7 
Although DOT has broad authority to regulate materials that are harmful 
to human health, 8 the agency has traditionally focused its limited resources 
on regulation of materials having acute hazards, 9 relying on EPA to pro¬ 
vide information on materials that pose chronic hazards and that can 
contaminate the environment if released during transportation. 

Some links have been forged between DOT and EPA to coordinate 
regulatory activities and to exchange technical information on hazardous 
materials. For instance, the National Response Team, headed by EPA, 
provides a means for DOT and EPA officials to discuss hazardous mate¬ 
rials information and planning needs and to coordinate emergency re¬ 
sponse capabilities. Usually, DOT has a secondary role in regulating 
materials with adverse environmental effects and relies primarily on EPA 
to identify and provide technical information on these materials. 10 More 
discussion of DOT’s mission in regulating materials with environmental 
and long-term hazards is provided in Chapter 5. 


Canada and Mexico 

Because of significant petroleum and chemical traffic between the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico, tank cars frequently move across national 
borders. The need to ensure conformity in regulatory requirements and the 
safety of these tank cars has led to coordination of activities among 
transport officials in the three countries. 

Canada 

Transport Canada, the transportation agency, has jurisdiction in Canada 
over regulations covering tank car and hazardous materials safety. Most 
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Transport Canada regulations governing tank cars duplicate the U.S. 
regulations. Perhaps the most significant difference is that Canada requires 
full head protection on tank cars when U.S. regulations permit half head 
protection. 11 Certain other requirements concerning the use of a specific 
steel and types of thermal protection also differ between the two countries. 
In these cases, agreements have been reached between the two countries to 
permit tank cars to cross borders without special approval. 

The Canadian regulations regarding TCC approval functions are simi¬ 
lar to the U.S. regulations. Representatives from Transport Canada partici¬ 
pate in TCC activities like DOT representatives. FRA and Transport 
Canada communicate regularly on both a formal and an informal basis to 
promote uniformity in regulations. FRA works with Transport Canada on 
technical issues concerning tank car engineering and operations, and 
the two agencies routinely exchange information on inspection and 
enforcement. 

Mexico 

Traditionally, Mexico has had few regulations covering hazardous mate¬ 
rials. Nevertheless, tank cars that cross U.S. borders must conform to DOT 
regulatory requirements. In recent years, DOT and Mexican transporta¬ 
tion officials have increased efforts to exchange information on their 
respective requirements. DOT officials meet periodically with Mexican 
transportation officials, although no formal communications mechanism 
has been established. In addition, for several years, AAR has monitored 
and certified tank car fabrication and repair shops in Mexico. 

INDUSTRY ACTIVITIES 

Industry has a prominent role in ensuring tank car safety. This section 
contains an overview of tank car activities of AAR and other industry 
groups. 


AAR 

AAR and predecessor organizations have been active in promoting tank 
car and hazardous materials safety since the turn of the century. In addi¬ 
tion to overseeing the Tank Car Committee, AAR administers the Bureau 
of Explosives (BOE), which monitors and responds to tank car incidents 
and works with shippers to ensure proper packaging of hazardous ship¬ 
ments. For many years, AAR has been active in supporting tank car and 



94 ENSURING RAILROAD TANK CAR SAFETY 


hazardous materials research in its Research and Test Department and 
through participation in interindustry research and technical activities. 

A chief responsibility of AAR is to institute railroad industry rules 
(interchange rules) that permit the free interchange of equipment between 
railroads. Through various committees, AAR develops and implements 
interchange rules affecting tank car engineering and operations. The rules 
are enforced by AAR and its member railroads. Under the auspices of the 
interchange rules, AAR has established design and engineering require¬ 
ments for tank cars not used in hazardous materials service. AAR rules also 
impose requirements on DOT-class tank cars, sometimes precluding the 
need for subsequent DOT regulations. One such case concerns the require¬ 
ment for protection of bottom outlets. AAR interchange rules require skid 
devices and other protection for bottom fittings of nonpressure cars. These 
protections, which were considered necessary by both government and 
industry, would likely have been adopted by DOT at a later date had 
industry not taken the lead. In this case, as in all cases involving the 
formulation of interchange rules directly affecting tank cars, the AAR 
Tank Car Committee played a central role in the development of the 
standards. 

TCC 

The TCC is one of several technical committees that deal with aspects of 
railroad equipment. Like most of these committees, it was established to 
develop common engineering standards to ensure compatibility of equip¬ 
ment used in interchange service. Over time, the TCC’s mission evolved 
differently from that of most other AAR equipment committees. Its princi¬ 
pal function is to ensure that tank cars are engineered for safety. 

The best-known function of the TCC concerns its approval authorities. 
It also has many other functions important to tank car safety. After a brief 
review of the TCC’s membership structure, its approval authorities and 
other safety-related functions are reviewed. 

Membership 

TCC is administered by the Casualty Prevention Division of AAR’s Opera¬ 
tions and Maintenance Department, which is responsible for selecting 
TCC members and establishing membership protocol. Currently, the TCC 
consists of 16 members: 10 from railroads, 4 from industry associations 
representing shippers, 1 from the Railway Progress Institute (RPI) repre¬ 
senting tank car suppliers, and 1 from BOE. 

AAR has established few formal requirements governing TCC size and 
membership except that a majority of members, including the chair, must 
represent railroads. 12 Candidates for membership are nominated by their 
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companies or respective industry associations. Members usually have 
expertise in railroad operations, tank car and railcar engineering, or 
hazardous materials regulation and transportation. Members from ship¬ 
per companies and tank car builders are usually experts in tank car 
engineering. Railroad members and AAR support staff have complemen- 
tary expertise in railroad operations, freight car engineering, and haz¬ 
ardous materials transportation. 

TCC members volunteer their services to the committee. In addition to 
attending meetings, committee members spend much of their service time 
reviewing applications for design approval and working on task force 
technical assignments. Task force findings are reviewed for action at quar¬ 
terly TCC meetings. TCC work groups and task forces are composed 
primarily of engineers from outside the committee, usually representing 
shippers, tank car suppliers, repairers, and component makers. 

Approval and Certification Procedures 

Many DOT design requirements give tank car builders latitude, within 
general parameters, to choose particular construction materials, types of 
fittings, tank dimensions, and various other design and construction 
methods and features. Hence, a chief responsibility of the TCC is to aid 
DOT in ensuring that tank cars are designed, constructed, and repaired to 
meet DOT requirements. 

The TCC assists DOT with compliance through the review and ap¬ 
proval of (a) tank car construction drawings; ( b ) types of fabrication 
materials, valves, and other fittings and equipment used in the construc¬ 
tion of tank cars; (c) procedures for major tank car repairs, alterations, and 
conversions; and {d) qualification requirements for tank car construction 
and repair shops. In general, DOT regulations do not specify procedures 
that must be used by the TCC in implementing these functions. Well- 
defined procedures have been established by AAR and the TCC over the 
past 50 years. 

Design Plan Approval. Before a tank car or series of identical tank cars 
can be classified in a DOT specification, the manufacturer must submit 
construction drawings to the TCC for review and approval to ensure that 
they meet DOT requirements for the specification as well as applicable 
AAR rules (Figure 4-1). In seeking approval the builder may request either 
a committee vote or a precedent approval administered by AAR staff. 
Precedent approvals are permitted when a similar design type has previ¬ 
ously been approved by the TCC during the past 5 years. 13 In a typical year, 
the TCC grants about 300 design approvals, about a third of which are 
approved on the basis of precedent. When a committee vote is required, 




FIGURE 4-1 Tank car design plan approval process (NTSB 1987). 
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each committee member receives copies of the construction drawings and 
supporting evidence submitted by the builder (e.g., test results). TCC 
members individually review the drawings and applications to determine 
compliance with DOT and AAR requirements. 

To assist builders in designing complying tank cars, the TCC developed 
a manual of standards and recommended practices, known as the AAR 
Specifications for Tank Cars (AAR 1992). 14 The manual is a compilation 
of tank car design, construction, and repair criteria and practices deemed 
by AAR (and by DOT through regulatory reference to the manual) to meet 
all DOT and AAR requirements. The manual also describes procedures 
that must be followed in securing TCC approval. The TCC examines the 
design drawings and supporting evidence in light of the criteria and 
practices found in the specifications manual and DOT regulations. If the 
TCC concludes that the design meets all relevant requirements, as well as 
good design practices, a vote of approval may be rendered. 

TCC design plan approvals require a majority vote of the members with 
no negative votes. The review and approval process, usually handled 
through correspondence, takes about 60 days. Before the finished tank car 
can be placed in service under the DOT specification, the builder must 
certify that the car conforms to DOT requirements. The design approval 
application form, when signed by the builder, serves as the certificate of 
construction, copies of which are provided to AAR and the tank car owner 
(DOT may receive copies upon request). 

Approval of Tank Car Fittings, Construction Materials, and Other 
Equipment. In numerous sections of the hazardous materials regula¬ 
tions, the TCC is charged with approving specific types of tank car valves, 
fittings, construction materials, and products used on tank cars to ensure 
that they meet DOT criteria. Manufacturers can apply for approval of their 
products by submitting the design drawings, test results, and other evi¬ 
dence of compliance with DOT requirements. Sometimes the TCC grants 
conditional approval, provided the product undergoes surveillance and 
evaluation in service trials. Under these circumstances, owners or users of 
the affected tank cars must report on the performance of the component 
for a period, 15 after which it is considered by the TCC for final approval. 
Conditional approvals and service trials are authorized only when the TCC 
believes that the product meets all applicable DOT requirements. If the 
TCC is not confident that a product meets all DOT standards, DOT must 
grant an exemption for the product to undergo service trials. About five 
service trials are requested by the TCC each year. 

Approval of Procedures for Tank Car Repair, Alteration, and Con¬ 
version. When a proposed repair, alteration, or conversion of a tank car 
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would use materials or procedures that have not previously been approved 
by the TCC, the builder or repairer must obtain TCC approval. This 
process is similar to that for construction of a new tank car. Drawings of 
the repair, alteration, or conversion must be submitted to the TCC with 
other information on the procedures. About 75 applications for repair, 
alteration, or conversion are reviewed by the TCC each year. 

When repairs, alterations, or conversions are made using previously 
approved materials and procedures, prior TCC approval is not required; 
however, the responsible shop must submit a report to AAR indicating the 
nature of the work. 16 The AAR specifications manual lists common re¬ 
pair, alteration, and conversion methods that have been approved by the 
TCC (AAR 1992). 

Certification of Tank Car Fabrication and Repair Shops. Although 
DOT regulations do not explicitly define the responsibility of the TCC in 
certifying tank car fabrication and repair shops, the regulations require 
TCC approval of certain aspects of shop qualification. For instance, shop 
welders and welding procedures must be approved by the TCC (49 CFR 
179.100-9). AAR has established a process for shop certification. Shops 
seeking certification must submit an application to AAR and the TCC. The 
application must describe the equipment used by the shop, welding pro¬ 
cedures, welder qualification records, and information on the quality 
control program of the shop (which also must be certified by the AAR’s 
Quality Assurance Committee). 

After review of the application, AAR appoints a task force to inspect the 
facility and recommend action to the TCC. Initial certifications are condi¬ 
tional until a BOE representative inspects tank car work performed by the 
facility. Recertification is required every 6 years, 17 and BOE inspectors 
usually conduct shop audits annually. More than 100 certified shops are 
listed in the AAR tank car specifications manual, mostly for repair work 
(AAR 1992). 

Other TCC Functions 

In addition to the approval and certification functions discussed, the TCC 
performs several other services in ensuring tank car safety. Among them 
are the following: 

• Serve as clearinghouse for tank car improvements: A major benefit of 
the TCC is to provide a means for different segments of industry and 
government to exchange information on engineering and operational 
problems encountered in the field. It also provides a means for government 
and industry representatives to broaden their knowledge about tank car 
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design, use, and operations, as well as emerging technologies and innova¬ 
tions. 

• Revise AAR tank car specifications manual: The TCC is responsible 
for modifying the procedures, standards, and guidelines in the AAR tank 
car specifications manual. To aid in this, work groups review and recom¬ 
mend changes to specific chapters and technical appendices. Because the 
specifications manual is a principal reference document used in tank car 
engineering, this TCC function is essential for ensuring an accurate and up- 
to-date manual. 

• Review tank car incidents: With assistance from its Accident Review 
Working Group, the TCC evaluates selected tank car incidents to assess the 
performance of the tank car in the accident environment. The working 
group considers reports from BOE, DOT, and NTSB to understand inci¬ 
dent causes and to identify means for preventing recurrence. 

• Advise on research: The TCC receives periodic updates on the results 
of studies by the RPI-AAR Tank Car Safety Project, BOE, DOT, and the 
AAR Research and Test Department. Researchers also consult with the 
TCC to identify prospective research topics and to discuss options for 
addressing engineering needs identified through research. 

• Investigate new technologies and procedures: The TCC occasionally 
asks its work groups to explore new technologies and procedures that may 
apply to tank cars and that must be considered for incorporation into DOT 
specifications or AAR recommended practices. For instance, a TCC work 
group recently examined alternative methods for structural testing of in- 
service tank cars. 

• Keep records and collect data: In implementing its approval authori¬ 
ties, the TCC collects and reviews numerous records and reports. These 
documents, including certificates of construction, test results, and repair 
reports, contain information on the condition and use of tank cars. In 
accordance with DOT recommendations, the TCC recently adopted re¬ 
quirements for repair shops to report structural repairs of tank cars (not 
caused by accident damage), for use by AAR in identifying deficiencies in 
the tank car fleet. 

• Assist DOT and industry with special safety programs: The TCC 
assists DOT, AAR, and the tank car industry in development of special 
tank car inspection and repair programs. For instance, over the past 5 
years, the TCC worked with FRA, shippers, and tank car owners to 
identify and repair certain pressure cars (dual-diameter designs) that ex¬ 
hibited fatigue cracks. The TCC also recently assisted AAR and RPI in the 
development of an industrywide program to find cracks in stub sill tank 
cars. During the 1970s, the TCC assisted FRA in establishing programs to 
retrofit thousands of pressure tank cars with head and thermal protection 
systems. 
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BOE 

BOE, an organizational unit of AAR, was created by the railroads in 1907 
to set standards for shipping explosives and other dangerous materials. 18 
During ICC’s tenure in charge of hazardous materials regulation, BOE 
served as the agency’s technical arm by classifying hazardous materials, 
testing packaging, and investigating major incidents. 

BOE’s role in many of these areas has diminished over the past 25 years, 
but it still provides services to industry and government. Although it no 
longer operates testing facilities, BOE continues to collect information on 
hazardous materials and disseminate it to shippers, carriers, and emer¬ 
gency responders. The bureau employs a network of inspectors, who 
conduct site visits and audits of railroads, shippers, and tank car suppliers 
to ensure compliance with the DOT and AAR requirements. BOE inspec¬ 
tors also assist railroads and communities in responding to hazardous 
materials incidents and sometimes conduct follow-up investigations of 
tank car failures to determine causes. 

BOE also collects and evaluates hazardous materials incident data (see 
Chapter 3). When railroads report incidents to RSPA and FRA, they send 
copies to BOE, which maintains its own incident data base. BOE supple¬ 
ments the records with information gathered from railroads and its own 
incident investigations. BOE staff periodically analyze these data to deter¬ 
mine incident trends and to publish annual reports tabulating the data. 
BOE incident records are used by AAR research staff in conducting tank 
car and hazardous materials safety studies. 

Finally, a BOE representative serves as a member of the TCC. In this 
capacity, BOE provides input to the TCC from its inspector audits, inci¬ 
dent investigations, and data activities. 

AAR Research and Test Department 

AAR maintains a Research and Test Department with more than 300 
employees in laboratories and offices in Washington, D.C., Pueblo, Colo¬ 
rado, and Chicago, Illinois. During the past 25 years, the department has 
conducted numerous studies to improve tank car engineering and opera¬ 
tions. Since 1970 it has provided funding and policy guidance to the RPI- 
AAR Railroad Tank Car Safety Research and Test Project (discussed later). 

During the 1970s, AAR’s research focused on improving the crash- 
worthiness of tank cars and improving railroad operations to reduce the 
frequency and severity of tank car incidents. More recently, AAR re¬ 
searchers have been developing quantitative risk assessment techniques to 
identify tank car/product assignments, routes, and railroad and shipper 
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operating procedures that minimize the risk of shipping hazardous mate¬ 
rials by rail. 

For more than a dozen years, the Research and Test Department has 
managed DOT’S Transportation Test Center in Pueblo, Colorado. The 
center, which receives some of its funding from FRA and other DOT 
agencies, can conduct full-scale equipment tests and has been used often by 
industry and government to test tank car designs, materials, and compo¬ 
nents. 


Other AAR Data Activities 

AAR’s Transportation Division maintains two data bases that are valuable 
for monitoring the tank car fleet and traffic flow. The first is the Universal 
Machine Language Equipment Register (UMLER), which contains com¬ 
puterized records of all tank cars in service in North America. The second 
is the TRAIN II shipment information system, which provides status 
information on tank car shipments. UMLER and TRAIN II data can be 
used to derive the number of tank cars in service by age and design type and 
to examine tank car usage by commodity and car design type. 


Shipper Associations 

Several industry associations representing shippers have a strong interest 
in tank car engineering and operations. The Chemical Manufacturers 
Association (CMA) is the major industry group representing chemical 
makers, suppliers, and distributors. A CMA representative (from a mem¬ 
ber company) serves on the TCC, and other representatives from CMA- 
member companies are active on TCC task forces and working groups. 
Through its own committees, CMA monitors and responds to DOT 
rulemaking initiatives and promotes shipper practices to enhance tank car 
safety and productivity. Various other shipper associations serve similar 
functions, including the Chlorine Institute, American Petroleum Institute, 
Sulphur Institute, Fertilizer Institute, Compressed Gas Association, and 
National Propane Gas Association. Representatives from most of these 
associations have served on the TCC. 


RPI 

RPI is the major trade association for suppliers of railroad equipment and 
other products, including tank car builders and leasing companies. RPI s 
Committee on Tank Cars—which consists of representatives from the five 



102 ENSURING RAILROAD TANK CAR SAFETY 


major tank car suppliers—advises the RPI representative who serves on the 
TCC. In cooperation with AAR, RPI provides funding for the RPI-AAR 
Railroad Tank Car Safety Research and Test Project, which has made 
significant contributions to tank car crashworthiness during the past two 
decades. 


Cooperative Industry Activities 

Several cooperative programs besides the TCC have been established by 
industry to improve tank car safety. 

RPI-AAR Railroad Tank Car Safety Research 
and Test Project 

Since 1970 RPI and AAR have cosponsored the RPI-AAR Railroad Tank 
Car Safety Research and Test Project. The purpose of the project, initiated 
following several fatal tank car crashes in the late 1960s, is to identify and 
understand the causes of tank car punctures and ruptures in accidents and 
to develop engineering solutions. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, results 
of this continuing project, combined with findings from DOT and other 
industry research, have led to the development and introduction of several 
devices to improve tank car crashworthiness, including double-shelf cou¬ 
plers and head and thermal protection systems. 

From the outset, the absence of data necessary to evaluate the causes of 
tank car failures was evident. RPI-AAR researchers initiated a program to 
gather and evaluate records of tank cars damaged in accidents. As dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 3, this program has resulted in an extensive and detailed 
data base of more than 35,000 records of tank cars damaged over 30 years. 

Interindustry Rail Safety Task Force 

Industry associations periodically form interindustry task forces to address 
common problems or concerns. Since 1988, AAR, CMA, and RPI have 
participated in an interindustry task force to identify ways to improve the 
safety of hazardous shipments by rail through a combination of improve¬ 
ments in tank car engineering and operations. Through various working 
groups of shippers, carriers, and tank car suppliers, the task force has 
examined four areas: railroad operating practices and conditions, shipper 
practices, emergency response information, and risk management. 

These efforts led to AAR recommendations for railroads to maintain 
certain track standards on routes with heavy hazardous materials traffic 
and for trains carrying high quantities of very hazardous materials to use 
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recommended operating practices. They also led to recommendations for 

better employee training in handling hazardous materials and for inspect¬ 
ing loaded tank cars to ensure that they are well secured. In an ongoing 
project, the task force is developing a computer model to analyze factors 
affecting risk associated with transporting hazardous materials by tank 
car, including route characteristics (e.g., track type and populations exposed), 
tank car features, and commodity hazards. The model should assist railroads 
and shippers in identifying low-risk transportation options. 19 


DESIGN APPROVAL AND CERTIFICATION OF 
OTHER VEHICLE AND CONTAINER TYPES 

As a means of determining which aspects of the process for approving and 
certifying tank car designs are unique, it is helpful to consider the approval 
and certification procedures used in other transport modes for other types 
of vehicles and containers. 


Tank Trucks (Cargo Tanks) 

Although design and engineering criteria for tank trucks (referred to as 
“cargo tanks” in the regulations) are set by RSPA and the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA), each tank truck manufacturer is responsible for 
ensuring that its tanks are designed according to federal requirements. 
Tank truck manufacturers must have their design plans reviewed by a 
“design-certifying” engineer meeting DOT qualification requirements. 
The engineer, who may be an employee of the manufacturer, must provide 
the manufacturer with written certification that the tank design meets all 
applicable DOT requirements (NTSB 1992, 33). 

A DOT-qualified inspector, who again may be an employee of the 
manufacturer, must examine and certify the finished tank truck. Certi¬ 
fication records are retained by the manufacturer, who also must pro¬ 
vide written certification to the owner that all DOT requirements have 
been met. 

Tank truck manufacturers and repairers must register with RSPA and 
FHWA. As a prerequisite for registration, the manufacturer must be certi¬ 
fied by the American Society of Mechanical Engineers (ASME), which 
maintains minimum qualification requirements for tank and boiler makers 
(through its National Boiler and Pressure Vessel Code). Each tank truck 
manufacturer must hire an ASME-authorized inspection agency, such as 
the National Board of Boiler and Pressure Vessel Inspectors, to audit the 
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shop facility for compliance with ASME standards. ASME requires shop 
recertification reviews every 3 years. 

FHWA’s Office of Motor Carriers (OMC) is responsible for enforcing 
the regulations that apply to tank trucks. OMC inspectors examine tank 
truck terminals, shipping facilities, and manufacturing and repair shops. 
They also periodically examine the records of tank truck manufacturers 
to confirm that design and construction certification procedures are 
followed. 


Tank Vessels 

Tankers must satisfy several design requirements for safety and pollution 
prevention. Safety standards are developed through the International Mar¬ 
itime Organization (IMO) of the United Nations. IMO conventions estab¬ 
lish general design and construction principles governing ship strength, 
stability, safety features, and fire protection. The conventions are ratified 
by participating nations and implemented through domestic legislation 
and regulations. In the United States the Coast Guard is responsible for 
implementing and enforcing the standards. 20 

Tank vessel design plans are subject to Coast Guard review and ap¬ 
proval, but the Coast Guard has delegated much of this responsibility to 
the American Bureau of Shipping (ABS). ABS is one of several worldwide 
“classification societies” that consist of nonprofit groups of shipowners, 
builders, naval architects, and insurers. The societies establish rules gov¬ 
erning ship structural integrity, construction materials, design of structural 
elements, and maintenance and inspection procedures. Many ABS rules have 
been codified into federal regulation by the Coast Guard. Shipbuilders must 
submit designs to the classification society for review and approval and 
allow inspections by the society during and after ship construction. 

Once a tank vessel is in service, the Coast Guard is responsible for 
ensuring that it is maintained to appropriate standards. The Coast Guard 
inspects U.S.-flag ships every 2 years and has authority to inspect foreign- 
flag ships operating in U.S. waters. As a practical matter, the Coast Guard 
relies on shipowners and classification societies for thorough examina¬ 
tions. To maintain its “class” status, a ship must be inspected annually by 
the classification society to ensure compliance with certain maintenance 
standards, and it must undergo thorough structural inspections by the 
society every 5 years. 


Intermodal Tank Containers 

Intermodal tank containers carry many of the same materials as railroad 
tank cars but in smaller quantities [6,000 gal (22 800 L) or less]. Because 



Government and Industry Activities To Ensure Tank Car Safety 105 


they cross national borders and may be transported by ship, truck, and rail, 
in the United States regulations governing their design and construction are 
established and enforced principally by RSPA (rather than individual 
modal agencies), in concert with international standards. 

Manufacturers of intermodal tanks must apply for approval of the tank 
design plan by one of a dozen “approval agencies” designated by RSPA. 
Most of the major classification societies (such as ABS) are authorized 
approval agencies. The approval agencies review design plans submitted by 
container owners or manufacturers to ensure that designs comply with 
DOT requirements and international standards. DOT regulations pre¬ 
scribe the process that must be followed by the approval agency in conduct¬ 
ing the review and certification. After approving the design, the approval 
agency provides the manufacturer with a certificate, and the tank is 
marked with the agency’s identification numbers. 

AAR’s interchange rules also govern acceptability of intermodal tank 
containers used in rail transportation. Tank container owners must certify 
to AAR that their tanks are designed and manufactured to certain specifi¬ 
cations and that a prototype tank container has been impact tested accord¬ 
ing to AAR requirements. According to AAR statistics, there has been a 
significant increase in railroad shipments of hazardous materials by inter¬ 
modal tank containers during the past 10 years. These containers account 
for an appreciable share (10 percent or more) of railroad hazardous 
materials traffic (BOE 1992). Because use of intermodal tank containers in 
rail transportation is a relatively new phenomenon, AAR and FRA pro¬ 
cedures to ensure their design and construction safety are not as estab¬ 
lished as those developed for tank cars. 


Aircraft 

The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) establishes regulations and 
standards that must be met by manufacturers of aircraft to ensure air¬ 
worthiness. FAA is more directly involved in design approval and construc¬ 
tion certification than are corresponding agencies in the modes previously 
discussed. Aircraft differ in many important respects from tank cars and 
the other vehicles and containers discussed in this section; for instance, 
they do not carry large quantities of hazardous materials, are used pre¬ 
dominantly for passenger transport, and are far more complicated and 
costly to build, maintain, and operate. A review of the design approval and 
certification process for aircraft, however, is illuminating because it 
provides an example of a well-established and highly scrutinized safety 
process. 
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Aircraft design approval begins when FAA receives an application from 
the manufacturer requesting a design “type” certificate. Manufacturers of 
large aircraft initiate the process several years before construction begins, 
submitting thousands of design drawings, test results, and engineering 
reports to FAA. Because FAA staff cannot review all of the detailed docu¬ 
mentation, senior engineers from the manufacturer are selected by FAA to 
work with agency staff as FAA “designated engineering representatives,” 
who are under oath to abide by all FAA requirements. Whereas FAA staff 
review and approve most major elements of the design and testing methods 
used to ensure design integrity, manufacturer designees review design 
details and test results to certify compliance with FAA requirements. This 
self-certification occurs in an environment in which technically qualified 
FAA staff work closely with the designees. 

Before constructing a type-certified aircraft, the manufacturer must 
obtain a production certificate from FAA. Before a production certificate is 
granted, a team of FAA engineers reviews the manufacturing plans and 
quality control program to ensure that they meet the requirements of the 
type certificate and FAA quality control standards. During construction, 
FAA designates key manufacturer personnel as inspectors, known as “des¬ 
ignated manufacturing inspection representatives.” These designees report 
to FAA inspectors assigned to the facility and certify on behalf of FAA (by 
issuing an airworthiness certificate) that the completed aircraft conforms 
to the approved design. 


Summary Comparison of Approval and 
Certification Procedures 

Common to all these approval and certification procedures is strong 
industry participation (Table 4-1). This participation is critical, because 
most regulatory agencies are unable to maintain expertise that comes from 
day-to-day involvement in highly specialized areas. By enlisting private- 
sector participation in the approval and certification process, the regu¬ 
latory agencies use the technical expertise of industry while ensuring 
objectivity through varying degrees of governmental oversight. Perhaps 
the most extensive private-sector involvement occurs in the design ap¬ 
proval and construction certification process for aircraft, the safety of 
which is the subject of profound public concern and government scrutiny. 

Tank car design plan approval is most similar, in general approach, to 
the process for tank vessels. The role of the TCC is similar to that of the 
classification societies that approve tank vessel design plans for the Coast 
Guard. The role of the classification societies is more extensive, because 
they also conduct compliance reviews and construction inspections. With 
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tank cars, certification of the completed car is the responsibility of the tank 

car builder rather than the TCC. 

The design approval process for cargo tanks and intermodal tank 
containers, which resemble tank cars more closely in cost and design 
complexity, also have similarities with the approval process for tank cars. 
The regulatory agencies do not directly approve design and construction 
plans for any of these modes, but require certified inspectors or approval 
agencies to do so. Tank truck construction plans are approved by DOT- 
certified engineer hired by the manufacturer, whereas plans for intermodal 
tank containers are approved by third-party certification agencies quali¬ 
fied by DOT. In reviewing and approving design plans for tank cars, the 
TCC provides a similar third-party assessment. Of the three approval 
agents, DOT is the most active in monitoring the functions of the TCC. 

One major aspect of the approval and certification process in which 
tank cars receive the least government oversight is the inspection and 
certification of completed work. Whereas DOT-certified agents must in¬ 
spect and certify finished work of tank container and tank truck manufac¬ 
turers, there are no requirements for government-certified agents to 
inspect completed tank cars. 


KEY POINTS AND FINDINGS 

• Tank car standards are instituted by both DOT and industry, al¬ 
though there are no formal mechanisms in place to foster government and 
industry cooperation in planning long-term safety improvements. Two 
DOT agencies, FRA and RSPA, share responsibility for regulating tank car 
design, use, and operations. Changes in DOT regulations are most often 
the result of legislative mandates, industry petitions, recommendations by 
NTSB, and concerns arising from prominent incidents. Industry has his¬ 
torically provided DOT with critical research assistance in the develop¬ 
ment of major safety improvements, including head protection and dou¬ 
ble-shelf couplers. Such assistance is hampered, however, by the DOT 
rulemaking process, which discourages RSPA and FRA staff from actively 
working with industry to resolve problems through continuing dialogue 
and cooperative actions. 

• Both government and industry conduct research to improve tank car 
safety, the former focusing on specific problems and the latter support¬ 
ing more long-term research into broader safety areas. FRA spends about 5 
percent of its annual research budget, or about $1 million per year, on tank 
car and hazardous materials safety research. Most projects are designed to 
produce results with application to current regulatory and enforcement 
needs. FRA seldom engages in long-term research. Industry has been more 



TABLE 4-1 Summary of Approval and Certification Processes for Tank Cars and Other Vehicles and Containers 

Cargo Tank (Tank Intermodal Tank Commercial 

_ Tank Car _ Truck) _ Container _ Tank V essel Aircraft 

Principal RSPA promulgates RSPA promulgates RSPA promulgates Coast Guard FAA establishes 

regulatory rules; FRA assists rules; FFTWA rules and enforces promulgates aircraft design, 
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active in this regard, most notably in sustaining data programs in support 
of research to improve tank car crashworthiness. FRA and industry some¬ 
times collaborate in conducting individual tank car research and test 
projects. 

• Regulatory compliance is enhanced by both government and industry 
programs, including FRA inspections and many functions of the TCC. A 
principal means by which DOT aims to enhance regulatory compliance is 
through FRA’s inspection and enforcement programs. FRA employs 45 
hazardous materials specialists, who conduct about 4,000 inspection per 
year at railroad, shipper, and tank car fabrication and repair facilities. 
Most of the inspection resources are devoted to examining railroad and 
shipper operations, whereas few inspections are conducted at tank car 
manufacturing and repair facilities. In the latter case, the TCC has an 
important role in enhancing compliance through its various review and 
approval procedures. By reviewing construction drawings, component 
designs, and methods of repair, conversion, and alteration, the TCC in¬ 
creases the chances that fabrication and repair work will be performed in 
accordance with regulatory requirements and safe practices. Tank car 
builders and repairers ultimately inspect and certify their completed work, 
although TCC shop certification requirements, periodic audits by BOE, 
and new AAR certification requirements for quality control are aimed at 
reducing the potential for errors. 

• The TCC provides various other services important to tank car safety 
besides its approval functions. Among the other essential functions of the 
TCC are its regular revision of the AAR tank car specifications manual 
(which serves as a reference for complying designs, methods, and prac¬ 
tices), certification of tank car fabrication and repair shops, and reviews of 
new technologies, accident records, and research projects. These activities, 
coupled with the TCC’s approval functions, cannot be administered solely 
by the volunteer committee members and AAR staff, and therefore active 
service by other industry representatives on TCC work groups and task 
forces is essential. A significant benefit of the TCC is that it provides a 
regular forum for representatives of industry and government to discuss 
and consider solutions to tank car engineering and operational problems. 
Whereas FRA and RSPA officials have not been formally appointed as 
committee members or liaisons, they have routinely participated in TCC 
meetings and activities during recent years. 

• Approval and certification of designs by industry and nongovernmen¬ 
tal bodies is common for other transport vehicles and hazardous materials 
containers. The central role of industry in approving and certifying tank 
cars is comparable with industry’s role in approving and certifying other 
transport vehicles and containers. Federal agencies that regulate tank 
trucks, tanker ships, aircraft, and intermodal tank containers all rely on 
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the assistance of private-sector and nongovernmental bodies to review 
construction drawings, certify completed work, and qualify construction 
an d repair shops. Most regulatory agencies cannot maintain the technical 
staff and resources necessary to perform these functions. By enlisting 
outside assistance, regulatory agencies are able to draw on the technical 
expertise and resources of industry while ensuring objectivity through 
varying levels of government oversight and control. The degree of oversight 
and involvement of RSPA and FRA in the tank car design and approval 
process compares favorably with that of federal agencies regulating other 
containers and vehicles and in some cases is superior. For instance, in 
regulating intermodal tank containers, which carry many of the same 
products as tank cars, RSPA, FRA, and the other modal agencies do not 
have comparable access to an industry technical committee that provides 
regular opportunities to keep abreast of current design, maintenance, and 
operational issues. 


NOTES 

1. The Coast Guard is responsible for hazardous materials regulations pertaining 
to ship and barge transportation. 

2. RSPA enforcement programs are geared primarily toward ensuring compli¬ 
ance with requirements for nonbulk packaging (e.g., drums, cylinders, and 
boxes), which is used in several modes. The modal agencies provide enforce¬ 
ment and technical support for nonbulk shipments within their transport 
modes, as well as bulk shipments and packaging (e.g., cargo tanks and tank 
cars), which tend to be mode specific. 

3. If FRA and RSPA staff discuss matters related to rulemaking with outside 
parties, the nature of the discussion and the parties involved must be docu¬ 
mented in the rulemaking docket and efforts must be made to seek other 
viewpoints on the subject matter. 

4. The most recent orders directly affecting tank cars were Emergency Orders 16 
and 17. Emergency Order 16, issued in 1991, required the inspection of 2,300 
dual-diameter tank cars to determine the presence of cracks in the tank welds. 
Emergency Order 17, issued in 1992, requires the examination of stub-sill 
assembly and attachment welds on more than 150,000 tank cars during a 
7-year period. 

5. Most of these violations involved tank cars (RSPA 1988—1993). 

6. In 1993 FRA spent $1.1 million on tank car and hazardous materials research 
from a total research budget of $25.2 million (personal communication, FRA 
Office of Research and Development). 

7. In a number of statutes Congress has designated EPA as the primary agency 
responsible for the regulation of hazardous substances. The statutes include 
the Federal Water Pollution Control Act, the Clean Water Act, the Clean Air 
Act, the Toxic Substances Control Act, and the Comprehensive Environmental 
Response, Compensation and Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA), as amended 
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by the Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act of 1986. CERCLA 
requires that the materials listed as hazardous because of these statutes be 
regulated as hazardous materials under the Hazardous Materials Transporta¬ 
tion Act. Hence, when EPA designates a material as hazardous according to 
one of these acts, DOT must issue a rule designating the material as hazardous 
(see Chapter 3 for discussion of DOT’s regulations of “hazardous sub¬ 
stances”). 

8. The Hazardous Materials Transportation Safety Act of 1975 (HMTA) gives 
DOT authority to regulate the transportation of materials that are hazardous 
to human safety and health. HMTA differentiates between materials that pose 
acute and long-term health hazards. 

9. For an overview of federal agency responsibilities in the regulation of haz¬ 
ardous materials, see Report of the National Response Team Task Force on 
Federal Hazardous Materials (National Response Team 1992). 

10. For more information on the DOT/EPA role in regulating hazardous sub¬ 
stances, see statements and testimonies of Don R. Clay, Assistant Administra¬ 
tor, Office of Solid Waste and Emergency Response, EPA, and Alan I. Roberts, 
Associate Administrator for Hazardous Materials Safety, RSPA, in Hearings 
before the Government Activities and Transportation Subcommittee of the 
Committee on Government Operations, U.S. House of Representatives, July 
31, 1991. 

11. See Chapters 2 and 3 for discussion of head protection systems. 

12. In the recent past a shipper representative sometimes served as chairman, 
although AAR rules have been changed to require a railroad member to serve 
as chairman. The chairman serves a 2-year term and is usually appointed on 
the basis of seniority with the TCC. 

13. The applicant must refer to previously approved plans when requesting a 
precedent approval. Reference may be made to one or more plans of tank cars 
with similar overall designs or specific design features that are similar to the 
design feature in the proposed design. 

14. Among the items in the manual are a series of technical appendices covering 
the requirements for the design, testing, and approval of tank valves and 
fittings; certification of facilities; tank car marking; tank cleaning and lining; 
materials specifications; appurtenances; welding; and repairs and alterations. 

15. The evaluation usually includes a tear-down inspection of a certain number of 
the devices. 

16. An example of an alteration is the removal of a bottom outlet valve. 

17. Certification of each shop’s quality assurance program is required every 3 
years, and the program is subject to annual audits. 

18. BOE was originally known as the Bureau for the Safe Transportation of 
Explosive and Other Dangerous Articles. 

19. As conceived, the model will be made available to shippers and railroads for 
use on personal computers (personal communication, AAR Research and Test 
Department). 

20. The United States has ratified all major international maritime conventions 
affecting tank vessels, although some U.S. requirements are more stringent 
than the international standards. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Summary of Findings, 
Key Issues, and 
Recommendations 


The key elements of the process for ensuring tank 
car design safety are summarized in this chapter. This is followed by a 
general assessment of the safety record of tank cars and the effectiveness of 
the process for ensuring safety. Particular aspects of the process warranting 
improvement are then discussed and measures to address them are recom¬ 
mended. The discussion draws on findings from the previous chapters as 
well as findings and recommendations from reports of the U.S. Depart¬ 
ment of Transportation (DOT), National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB), General Accounting Office (GAO), and others. 


SUMMARY OF PROCESS FOR ENSURING TANK CAR 
DESIGN SAFETY 

Various government and industry regulations, practices, and research and 
enforcement programs affecting the design and safety of railroad tank cars 
were described in the previous chapters. Collectively, these activities com¬ 
prise the “process” for ensuring tank car design safety. Critical elements of 
this process are outlined in Figure 5-1 and summarized in this section. 


Setting Design Standards 

DOT sets minimum requirements for the design of tank cars that can be 
used in hazardous materials service. The regulations list design criteria for 
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FIGURE 5-1 Summary of major elements in process for ensuring tank car 
design safety. 
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more than three dozen tank car types. Except for some specialized tank 
cars, most designs are one of two general types: pressure or nonpressure. 
Design variations within each group are necessary to accommodate differ¬ 
ences in the physical, chemical, and hazard characteristics of the numerous 
materials shipped by tank car. For instance, thicker tank walls are neces¬ 
sary to contain materials shipped under pressure, tank linings are required 
for corrosive and reactive materials, and specialized safety features, such 
as thermal protection, are required for materials posing special hazard 
concerns. 

In general, industry and its standard-setting bodies have sufficient 
expertise and incentives to make appropriate determinations about design. 
DOT sets minimum requirements for many aspects of tank car design, but 
industry has a prominent supporting role, especially in establishing de¬ 
tailed design criteria. Most DOT design requirements are based on stan¬ 
dards and principles originally developed by industry. Where DOT design 
requirements are defined broadly, such as rules requiring valves and other 
fittings to be constructed of materials “compatible with the lading,” 
industry sets the detailed specifications (e.g., whether to use a 1-in. or 2-in. 
valve) that aid tank car builders and repairers in complying. The Tank Car 
Committee (TCC) of the Association of American Railroads (AAR) has the 
most critical role in this regard, establishing detailed design criteria, eval¬ 
uating components, and approving the construction plans for new tank 
cars to verify their compliance with DOT minimum requirements. 

Industry’s role, and that of the TCC, is more limited in cases where 
major tank car safety features are concerned. Whereas industry research 
has been instrumental in the development of many important design safety 
features, and DOT has often sought advice from the TCC on the technical 
feasibility of specific safety features, DOT regulations are usually highly 
specific in prescribing the design, use, and qualification of the major safety 
features. 


Ensuring Compliance with Safety Standards and 
Good Practices 

Like other regulatory agencies responsible for the safety of transport 
vehicles and containers, the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) and 
the Research and Special Programs Administration (RSPA) rely to a signifi¬ 
cant degree on industry to ensure general compliance with minimum 
design standards and good practices. 

The TCC has a central role in this regard. The TCC reviews the 
construction drawings of tank car builders and verifies their consistency 
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with DOT requirements. TCC approval of construction plans, required by 
DOT, functions as a peer review, reducing the potential for error through 
expert appraisal. Various other functions of the TCC also enhance compli¬ 
ance with requirements and good practices. The TCC regularly updates a 
tank car specifications manual that converts DOT and AAR requirements 
into a comprehensive reference source for tank car builders and repairers. 
It conducts service trials of new tank car components and reviews pro¬ 
posed methods of construction and repair, providing greater assurance 
that completed tank cars will meet specification requirements. 

Tank car builders and repairers are ultimately responsible for ensur¬ 
ing that completed tank cars meet all applicable requirements. After in¬ 
specting and pressure testing the finished tank car according to DOT 
procedures, the builder certifies compliance by submitting a signed con¬ 
struction certificate to AAR. The TCC has taken additional steps to ensure 
quality construction and repair work. Under DOT authority, it has estab¬ 
lished minimum qualification requirements for tank car fabrication and 
repair shops and has set guidelines for the development of shop quality 
control programs. 

DOT ensures compliance with design safety regulations through FRA’s 
railroad inspection program and staff participation in and oversight of 
TCC activities. FRA has 45 hazardous materials field specialists who 
inspect railroad, shipper, and tank car supplier facilities. They conduct 
about 4,000 inspections per year, including about 200 at the more than 
100 tank car fabrication and repair shops. RSPA and FRA officials regu¬ 
larly attend TCC meetings. Because of the many important functions of the 
TCC, active participation by DOT staff in committee activities is perhaps 
the most effective means by which DOT monitors and ensures industry 
compliance with the regulatory requirements. 


Assigning Hazardous Materials to Appropriate 
Tank Car Designs 

DOT regulations list hundreds of materials as hazardous, subject to re¬ 
strictions in packaging, labeling, handling, and operations. Materials are 
grouped into hazard classes for regulation according to their acute safety 
hazards (e.g., flammable, poison) and physical state in transport (e.g., 
compressed gas, liquid). In the case of hazardous liquids, DOT has estab¬ 
lished certain quantifiable criteria (e.g., measures of corrosivity, flamma¬ 
bility) for determining which materials in hazard classes are the most 
dangerous and require the strongest packaging. DOT permits most haz¬ 
ardous liquids to be transported in any DOT-class tank car, provided it has 
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the necessary lining, construction materials, and other design features that 
ensure lading compatibility. The most significant exception is that some 
poison liquids with high vapor toxicity (deemed poison by inhalation) 
must be shipped in the stronger pressure design tank cars. In this case, the 
thicker tank walls of the pressure cars are considered a puncture resistance 
feature rather than a means of retaining high internal pressure. 

Hazardous gases are assigned to pressure cars by DOT on an individual 
basis. To aid in this determination, the regulations provide specific criteria 
for assessing hazard characteristics such as volatility and toxicity. In 
general, flammable gases are assigned to pressure designs equipped with 
head and thermal protection, whereas many poison gases are assigned to 
head-protected cars. Most other gases are subject to fewer restrictions on 
the types of pressure cars that can be used. For the most part, they are 
restricted to designs that can accommodate their pressure requirements 
(i.e., that have sufficient test pressure ratings) and that are constructed of 
compatible materials. 

In regulating hazardous materials and assigning them to tank cars and 
other packaging, DOT has focused on acute safety hazards such as flam¬ 
mability and corrosivity. Congress, however, has increasingly required 
DOT to regulate materials that do not necessarily pose acute safety haz¬ 
ards. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has designated 
certain materials as “hazardous substances 75 that DOT is required by law 
to regulate in transportation. Many of these materials do not meet DOT 
criteria for acute hazards but pose environmental hazards that have not 
been a traditional concern of DOT. Whereas DOT has established certain 
restrictions on the shipment of hazardous substances, including require¬ 
ments for labeling and emergency information in shipping papers, the use 
of specific tank car design types is not prescribed (unless the substance 
coincidentally poses one of the acute hazards defined by DOT). DOT has 
recently indicated that more information on the environmental and non¬ 
acute hazards of materials in the transport environment is needed and that 
strengthened packaging for some of these materials may ultimately be 
required. 


TANK CAR DESIGN AND SAFETY TRENDS 

Improvements in tank car design, operations, and general railroad safety 
during the past 20 years have led to a marked decline in fatal tank car 
incidents. Only one person has died as a result of a hazardous materials 
release from a tank car since 1980. By comparison, more than 40 fatalities 
occurred during the 1970s. Many were caused by fires and explosions of 
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tank cars damaged in train derailments, collisions in switching yards, and 
other accidents. 

Most tank car releases consist of small spills and leaks occurring under 
nonaccident circumstances. Of the approximately 1,000 reported releases 
of hazardous materials from tank cars each year, between 90 and 95 
percent are caused by failures of valves and other fittings, defective tank 
linings, and other deficiencies not associated with derailments, collision, or 
other accident events. These releases are usually small and have few 
reported consequences. Of the remaining 10 percent of incidents that are 
accident-related, most are caused by damage to valves and other fittings. 
Punctures of tank heads and shells accounted for about one-third of 
accident-related releases during the 1960s and 1970s, including many of 
the fatal incidents. Such incidents have declined dramatically since the 
1970s, and now account for a much smaller share of tank car releases. 

Accident records indicate that head punctures declined by more than 90 
percent in pressure cars equipped with head protection starting in the late 
the 1970s. The precise effect of head protection in reducing punctures, 
however, is not known because double-shelf couplers, thermal protection, 
and an improved railroad operating environment have contributed to the 
safety improvements. During the past 15 years, puncture incidents de¬ 
clined dramatically among tank cars not equipped with head protection, 
indicating the importance of these other factors. 

Though less frequent than in the past, tank car incidents still occur with 
serious consequences, including injuries, community evacuations, and ex¬ 
tensive emergency response activities. In some cases, these incidents have 
involved materials having hazards not traditionally regulated by DOT but 
that have generated considerable public concern about potential effects on 
the environment and public health. Concerns over these incidents reflect 
changes in public perceptions of risk and, to a certain degree, changes in 
the types of materials shipped by tank car. These concerns have caused 
DOT and industry to broaden tank car safety considerations. 


GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND 
MAJOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

The safety record of tank cars carrying hazardous materials is good. Severe 
incidents are rare and likely to remain so in the future. The process for 
ensuring tank car safety is fundamentally sound, consisting of government 
and industry procedures and activities that are comparable with those used 
for containers and vehicles in other transport modes. DOT and industry 
have taken steps to improve the process in recent years in response to 
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changing safety concerns and needs. Nevertheless, further modifications of 
the process are warranted, as public safety concerns, the environment in 
which tank cars operate, and the types of materials shipped by tank car 
continue to change. Several modifications are recommended. They are aimed 
primarily at ensuring that safety decisions are well supported and guided by 
long-range safety goals and strategies. They call for the following: 

• Greater government and industry cooperation in anticipating future 
tank car safety needs and committing to specific actions to achieve them. 
Both government and industry have important roles in ensuring safety, 
ranging from monitoring tank car safety performance and researching 
improvements to instituting safety standards and ensuring their implemen¬ 
tation. These roles are performed most constructively when accompanied 
by coordination and planning. 

• Development of more objective and quantitative measures for assess¬ 
ing the safety performance of tank car designs and for ensuring that 
commodities posing the greatest risk are shipped in the safest designs. A 
thorough assessment of the need for using tank cars equipped with head 
protection and other safety features requires a strong technical under¬ 
standing of the safety performance of individual designs and the risk 
characteristics of the various commodities shipped in them. 

• Greater emphasis on and acknowledgment of those functions of the 
TCC that are most important in ensuring compliance with tank car design 
standards and good design and construction practices. A better under¬ 
standing of the TCC’s most critical functions is vital to ensuring effective 
TCC implementation and DOT oversight procedures. 

Measures to help meet these needs are recommended next. The commit¬ 
tee recognizes that DOT must consider the importance and implications of 
the measures within the broader context of its overall hazardous materials 
and railroad safety programs. Demands in other program areas and the 
secondary impacts that the measures recommended could have on haz¬ 
ardous materials safety in other transport modes were not considered in 
this study. 1 


Measures To Increase Cooperation and Planning for 
Safety Improvements 

Define Long-Term Safety Goals and Develop Plan 

Recommendation 1: FRA and RSPA should define tank car safety goals 
for the next decade or longer and develop a strategic plan prescribing 
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actions to attain them. The plan should be developed in cooperation with 
industry, labor, and other interested parties to elicit their expertise and 
perspectives. Their commitment to specific safety goals and actions, in¬ 
cluding nongovernmental actions, should be sought. FRA and RSPA 
should consider the various approaches being implemented by other regu¬ 
latory agencies to enhance public dialogue and cooperation, including the 
use of advisory panels, public workshops, and negotiated rulemaking. 

DOT’s approach to developing tank car regulations is frequently reac¬ 
tive and piecemeal, because rulemaking tends to be initiated in response to 
individual petitions for rule changes, legislative mandates, NTSB recom¬ 
mendations, or the aftermath of major incidents. There are disadvantages 
in not having a more strategic approach. A short-term approach can also 
lead to solving problems on a case-by-case basis rather than anticipating 
and preventing them. This can perpetuate the need for piecemeal solutions. 

Development of head protection rules over 20 years illustrates the 
shortcomings of a reactive regulatory program. Liberalization of railcar 
size limits during the 1950s and 1960s permitted widespread introduction 
of pressure tank cars designed with significantly larger tank capacities for 
hauling lightweight gases and other low-density commodities. The safety 
effect of these changes was unknown until a series of incidents involving 
punctured pressure cars containing flammable gas. To address the prob¬ 
lem, head protection requirements were established for most flammable 
gas pressure cars. Additional rules were adopted expanding head protec¬ 
tion requirements to cover other classes of hazardous materials and pres¬ 
sure cars. More recently, DOT has proposed rule changes to extend head 
protection to additional commodities and tank cars {Federal Register 
1993a). 

NTSB, which criticized DOT for the way head and thermal protection 
rules were adopted during the 1970s (NTSB 1980; NTSB 1981), has 
advocated a more systematic approach for assigning hazardous commodi¬ 
ties to tank cars equipped with head protection and other safety features. It 
has recommended that DOT assess the risks associated with each hazardous 
commodity and the relative protection provided by each tank car design 
type. 2 NTSB believes that this approach will provide a more comprehensive 
and objective means of revising the commodity/tank car assignments and 
reduce the need to revise regulations in the aftermath of incidents. 

A reactive regulatory program also can hamper the cooperation es¬ 
sential to providing the best combination of governmental and non¬ 
governmental measures to resolve safety problems. Industry has been 
instrumental in advancing tank car safety measures through railroad 
interchange rules, other standards and recommended practices, interin¬ 
dustry agreements, and other means. Cooperation with industry can per¬ 
mit faster implementation and greater flexibility in tailoring solutions to 
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circumstances. Unfortunately, the method by which regulations are devel¬ 
oped can hinder cooperation between DOT and industry. The rulemaking 
process tends to be rigid in procedure and not well suited to stimulating 
dialogue with industry and the public. Once rulemaking begins, there are 
limited opportunities for government and industry communication (re¬ 
stricted mainly to the notice-and-comment process) because of stringent 
interpretations of administrative procedures. Industry has expressed con¬ 
cern that without opportunities to consult DOT early in the process, 
unencumbered by the strict time and communication constraints of 
rulemaking, it must speculate on future regulatory directions and react to 
agency-generated proposals. 3 

According to the 1993 National Performance Review by the Vice Presi¬ 
dent, these problems are common to many regulatory agencies (Gore 
1993). The DOT Performance Review, conducted concurrently with the 
National Performance Review, concluded that regulatory agencies often 
emphasize procedures to conduct rulemaking fairly but that strict interpre¬ 
tations of rules governing public contact can impede access to information 
necessary for timely and effective rulemaking. 4 

Other federal agencies have attempted to make regulatory programs 
more consultative with the public. The Coast Guard recently conducted an 
internal review of its regulatory process for tankers and other vessels to 
find ways to make it more responsive and timely (U.S. Coast Guard 1993). 
The Coast Guard surveyed procedures of other regulatory agencies and 
held public meetings to provide opportunities for interested parties to 
suggest ways to improve the agency’s regulatory process. The Coast Guard 
is developing procedures to improve public consultation at the conceptual 
stage of rulemaking through the expanded use of public meetings and 
federal advisory committees (which include industry representation) to 
gather information, discuss safety issues, and develop proposed rules 
(personal communication, leader of Coast Guard Regulatory Process 
Quality Action Team). These efforts are also aimed at fulfilling the recom¬ 
mendations of the National Performance Review, which call for more 
public awareness and participation in rulemaking, more “anticipatory” 
regulatory planning by agencies, and more consensus-based rulemaking 
(Gore 1993). Recommendations from the National Performance Review, 
the DOT Performance Review, and the Coast Guard study are summarized 
in Appendix A. 

Cooperate in Long-Term Research 

Recommendation 2: In cooperation with industry, FRA and RSPA should 
develop a long-range research plan to define major research needs and 
programs to meet them. Consideration should be given to all areas of 
inquiry having significant impacts on tank car safety, from tank car design 
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to the railroad operating environment (such as train operations, track and 
railcar conditions, and switching practices). Coordination with industry is 
critical to ensure that important research areas are not overlooked and that 
government and industry research activities are complementary to the 
extent possible. 

FRA conducts most government research related to tank car safety. It 
spends about 5 percent of its annual research budget, or $1 million, on 
tank car and hazardous materials research. In part because of limited 
resources, FRA’s tank car research program tends to focus on immediate 
problems and is shaped by current rulemaking and enforcement needs. 
Although FRA research has contributed many tank car safety improve- 
ments during the past 30 years, the short-term emphasis of its research 
program is not well suited to building an understanding of fundamental 
safety questions or to solving persistent problems. These require a broader 
scope of inquiry and sustained research over a longer period. 

Industry has been successful in supporting long-term research. For 
nearly 25 years, the RPI-AAR Railroad Tank Car Safety Research and Test 
Project has sponsored dozens of studies and has assembled a data base 
containing comprehensive records of thousand of tank cars damaged in 
accidents. These efforts have enhanced understanding of tank car accident 
performance and resulted in numerous advances in tank car crashworthi¬ 
ness and design safety over the past two decades. 

Long-term research and supporting data programs are important to 
providing continued advances in tank car safety. However, long-term and 
comprehensive research, as exemplified by the 20-year RPI-AAR Railroad 
Tank Car Research and Test Project, has not been provided in many areas 
that may present opportunities for further safety improvement such as 
tank car operations (including the routing, positioning in the train, and 
handling of tank cars). Better coordination of government and industry 
research and development is essential to filling these gaps and sustaining 
research in critical areas. 

In certain cases DOT and industry are working together to research 
safety improvements. Examples are joint DOT and industry activities to 
identify suitable inspection and test methods for tank car structural condi¬ 
tion (Federal Register 1993b). The DOT Performance Review, which notes 
that stringent interpretations of rulemaking procedures have often hin¬ 
dered such cooperation, calls for more collaborative research of this type 
among regulatory agencies, industry, and public interest groups (Petrie 
et al. 1993). 

Improve Tank Car Safety Data 

Recommendation 3: DOT should encourage improvements in the quality 
and compatibility of its internal hazardous materials and railroad safety 
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data programs and those of industry. DOT should establish a safety data 
work group consisting of representatives of industry, government agencies, 
and other organizations that submit, maintain, and use the data. The 
group should be charged with finding ways to enhance accessibility, re¬ 
liability, and compatibility of government and industry data programs and 
identifying critical data gaps and ways to fill them. 

Procedures for reporting safety-related incidents and the indications of 
trends that such reports provide should be among the principal tools used 
by government and industry to evaluate and improve tank car safety. FRA 
and RSPA both collect data for this purpose. RSPA requires railroads to 
report all hazardous materials releases. FRA requires railroads to report 
information on train crashes, derailments, and other accidents and to 
identify those involving hazardous shipments. The two data bases contain 
information that can be complementary if integrated, ranging from the 
contents and design characteristics of the tank car (RSPA) to accident 
causes and operating circumstances (FRA). 

Access to this information is valuable for monitoring tank car safety 
performance and supporting research, but shortcomings in the two data 
bases limit the extent of their use. In particular, the data are not as 
compatible as they could be. Each agency has varying reporting criteria, 
definitions, and terminology, which impedes the integration into a more 
comprehensive and cohesive set of records. For instance, there are no 
common record identifiers (e.g., case numbers) in the two data bases, 
which makes it difficult to match data base records to obtain more com¬ 
plete information on the incident and verify the accuracy of the informa¬ 
tion reported. 

Many shortcomings stem from differences in the purposes for which the 
two data bases were originally designed. The RSPA data base is designed to 
cover hazardous materials transportation releases in all modes of transport 
(under both accident and nonaccident circumstances), whereas the FRA 
data base is designed to monitor general rail safety. Advances in data 
collection and management systems (e.g., use of personal computers and 
modems) since the advent of the FRA and RSPA data programs are likely to 
provide opportunities for improved data coordination, assimilation, and 
access. 

AAR and other industry groups also collect a wide variety of data on 
tank cars, ranging from repairs and inspections to traffic and incidents. 
Because railroads and others who submit the information work closely 
with industry groups that collect and use it, completeness and reliability 
are enhanced. This capability has enabled industry to gather detailed 
records that have been instrumental in developing many safety improve- 
ments. FRA and RSPA depend on industry data; however, the proprietary 
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nature of the information and the difficulties of obtaining data from several 
sources with varying formats, definitions, and data management systems 
can impede access. 

Poor coordination of data programs has resulted in data gaps. For 
instance, records are available on tank cars damaged in accidents, but less 
information is available on tank cars involved but not damaged in acci¬ 
dents. Such information would be used to examine the effect of railroad 
operations on the frequency and severity of train derailments and other 
accidents that involve tank cars. Reliable information on consequences of 
tank car failures (e.g., injuries and property losses) is limited. This infor¬ 
mation is essential for examining the costs and benefits of measures to 
improve safety. The availability and quality of these data depend on the 
capabilities and diligence of railroads submitting incident reports. As 
a practical matter, railroads are seldom in a good position to provide 
complete information on incident consequences, which can range from 
environmental contamination to costly emergency response. GAO has 
reported that most railroads do not have a system in place to ensure 
accurate and timely reporting (GAO 1989). Most incident reports are 
based on initial investigations by railroad employees and are not updated 
to reflect data on injuries, property damage, and other information re¬ 
ceived later. An understanding of the limitations on those submitting the 
information is critical to the development of data programs that contain 
reliable information. 

Among the data improvements that are needed and would be made 
possible by improved data program coordination are the following: 

• More consistent reporting requirements and terminology; 

• The filling of gaps in data coverage to provide information that 
permits evaluation of all major factors affecting tank car safety; and 

• Increased access to data bases through better links between the small 
number of parties that collect, use, and submit the data. 


Measures To Improve Criteria for Assigning Materials to 
Tank Car Designs 

Assess Safety Performance of Existing Tank Car 
Design Types 

Recommendation 4: To improve the basis for assigning hazardous mate¬ 
rials to tank car design types, DOT should use objective and explicit 
criteria to determine the safety performance of each design. Incident data, 
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crash tests, accident modeling, and other quantifiable measures should be 
used to rate the safety performance of design types. Results from these 
performance assessments should be used to determine whether the current 
regulatory assignment of hazardous materials to design types is acceptable 
and whether some commodities warrant reassignment to safer cars. 

The incremental steps that have characterized changes in tank car safety 
requirements have resulted in tank car design types that vary in the degree 
of protection they provide. Because this variation is not well understood— 
since few systematic assessments have been made of the relative safety 
performance of each of the more than 20 major tank car design types 5 —it 
is difficult to determine whether the most hazardous commodities are 
shipped in the safest designs. Whereas DOT routinely assesses the hazard 
levels of commodities—classifying them by hazard type and level—it does 
not similarly assess the level of safety provided by individual tank car 
designs. For instance, DOT does not have a technical basis for determining 
the additional crash protection afforded materials shipped in tank cars 
with thicker tank walls and insulation. 

In some cases, such as poison inhalation hazard (PIH) gases, DOT 
requires use of pressure cars with insulation, although the extra protection 
provided by this design feature is not known. Tank wall thickness is 
considered a protective feature (providing greater puncture resistance) in 
the case of PIH gases, which must be transported in designs with test 
pressures of 300-psi or greater (irrespective of material vapor pressure). 
Tank walls of 300-psi test pressure designs are Vs in. thicker than the walls 
of designs with lower test pressures. Flammable gases, on the other hand, 
are not subject to this restriction and can be transported in pressure cars 
with lower test pressures (commensurate with the material’s vapor pres¬ 
sure) as long as they are equipped with head and thermal protection. 6 

In the absence of more complete information on the safety performance 
of individual design types, DOT must sometimes reassign commodities to 
safer designs (or expand requirements for safety features) following acci¬ 
dents or other safety problems that emerge. The reactive and incremental 
adoption of safety requirements can result in measures that are not neces¬ 
sarily the most effective means of improving safety. For instance, whereas 
further changes in head protection requirements may be warranted, pre¬ 
vious changes have not always been considered within the context of 
overall tank car safety needs, including the need to address sources of tank 
car release that are more common or have greater consequences than head 
punctures. Such systematic consideration of safety needs requires a more 
complete understanding by DOT of the circumstances of tank car releases 
and the effectiveness of various design features (individually and in combi- 
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nation) in protecting hazardous shipments. It also requires a more precise 
and tenable system for rating tank car design performance. Whereas DOT 
routinely classifies regulated commodities using quantifiable hazard crite¬ 
ria it does not similarly classify tank car design types according to mea¬ 
sures of safety performance. 

Identify and Understand All Important Hazards of 
Tank Car Shipments 

Recommendation 5: DOT should better define its scope of responsibility 
in ensuring the safety of tank car shipments, including those harmful to the 
environment and public health. As a minimum, it should forge stronger ties 
with EPA to obtain better information on the hazards posed by tank car 
shipments released in the transportation environment. This information 
should be used to strengthen the technical criteria used to evaluate the risks 
posed by tank car shipments and to assess the effectiveness of the regula¬ 
tory requirements in addressing these risks. 

NTSB has recommended that DOT consider each material’s potential 
for environmental contamination and public health effects when authoriz¬ 
ing the use of tank car design types (NTSB 1991). AAR also has identified 
certain materials that it believes warrant improved packaging because of 
the potential for soil and water contamination and the high costs incurred 
by railroads in cleaning and remediating spills as required by EPA (Barkan 
et al. 1991). 

Prominent tank car incidents—including a 1991 release of 19,000 gal 
(72,200 L) of herbicide into the Sacramento River that received extensive 
public and congressional attention 7 —have spurred DOT to take further 
steps to regulate shipments with environmental and public health effects. 
In recent rulemaking, DOT has proposed new restrictions on packaging of 
certain materials banned from land disposal by EPA and indicated that it 
will take steps to determine the environmental hazards of other materials 
(Federal Register 1993a). 

These steps, however, have not been preceded by a clear definition of the 
department’s mission in ensuring the safety of shipments with environ¬ 
mental hazards or by the development of criteria and data for evaluating 
the hazards. Whereas legislation requires DOT to regulate the shipment of 
hazardous substances identified by EPA as posing environmental and 
public health hazards, many of the criteria used by EPA in classifying 
hazardous substances are based on hazards associated with land disposal 
and other long-term exposure situations that may not reflect release cir¬ 
cumstances in the transport environment. 
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The degree of coordination between EPA and DOT, as well as other 
federal agencies charged with aspects of hazardous materials control, was 
recently evaluated by an interagency task force. The task force reported 
wide variations in criteria used to regulate hazardous materials and poor 
links between agencies for coordinating technical, research, and data 
activities (National Response Team 1992). The study committee believes 
that coordination between DOT and EPA is essential to providing the 
information needed to properly address environmental concerns, and that 
as a critical step in doing so DOT needs to clearly define its scope of 
responsibility in this area. 

Need for Head Protection 

Until the safety performance of tank car designs is assessed in a more 
quantifiable manner and the full range of risks associated with tank car 
shipments is better understood, it is not possible to determine the exact 
portion of the tank car fleet that should be equipped with head protection. 
The committee believes that head protection and other proven safety 
features are essential for tank cars carrying those materials with the 
greatest potential to harm humans and the environment if released. Nev¬ 
ertheless, the vast expansion of head protection requirements to cover all 
tank cars in hazardous materials service is not warranted by the informa¬ 
tion presently available. The small share of tank car releases caused by 
damage to tank car heads and the wide variation in the type of hazards 
posed by tank car shipments indicate that universal head protection re¬ 
quirements would be excessive. Better data and more thorough analyses of 
the overall protection provided by existing tank car design types and the 
risk characteristics of materials shipped by tank car, as recommended 
above, will provide the basis for ensuring that those materials posing the 
greatest danger are shipped in the safest tank cars, including those with 
head protection as necessary. 


Measures To Ensure Effective TCC Safety Role and 
DOT Oversight 

The many functions of the TCC constitute an important national service 
essential to improving tank car safety and unlikely to be provided through 
other means. Nevertheless, after attending TCC meetings, reviewing 
NTSB and DOT evaluations of TCC procedures, and discussing issues 
with industry and government representatives, the study committee con¬ 
cluded that certain aspects of TCC procedures and DOT oversight warrant 
adjustment. 
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Clearly and Thoroughly Describe 

TCC Approval Authorities 

Recommendation 6: DOT should define the TCC’s mission and scope of 
responsibility with respect to the approval authorities, preferably in a DOT 
policy statement or in a single place in the hazardous materials regulations. 
The rationale for the authorities, the significance of each, and the nature of 
DOT’s oversight role should be explained. 

There are more than 200 references to the TCC in the DOT regulations. 
These references, in addition to several DOT and AAR memoranda of 
understanding and legal clarifications, provide the basis for the approval 
authorities. A first step in improving the effectiveness of TCC procedures 
and DOT oversight is the development of a thorough and clear description 
of the authorities, explaining the rationale behind them, their importance, 
and DOT’s oversight role. This description should be viewed not as a 
constraint on TCC’s activities and actions but as a means of revealing the 
most efficient and effective procedures for carrying out design approval 
and ensuring effective DOT oversight and participation. 

Effectively Implement Critical TCC Functions 

Recommendation 7: DOT should work with AAR to explore options to 
relieve the TCC of duties that may adversely affect its ability to carry out 
activities most critical to tank car safety. Third-party assistance—under 
the auspices and oversight of the TCC—and the application of new tech¬ 
nologies should be explored to free the TCC of routine responsibilities, 
including aspects of design plan approval, that consume much of the 
service time available to committee members and hamper the ability of the 
TCC to attract members with a range of product chemistry, engineering, 
and safety expertise. 

Differences in safety effects of the various approval authorities are not 
always reflected in the time and resources allocated to each. For instance, 
TCC members devote a large portion of their time to routine reviews of 
tank car design plans. According to AAR staff, this often requires 4 hr or 
more each week per committee member, which limits the time available for 
other important committee activities, such as updating the tank car design 
manual, investigating incidents to identify potential engineering improve¬ 
ments, and exploring new materials and technologies that may provide 
future safety benefits. 8 

The resources and time required for TCC activities hamper the ability of 
the TCC to attract membership and can reduce the TCC’s efficiency. Tasks 
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of subcommittees and work groups often take several years to complete. 
Design plan approvals can be delayed by several weeks, which is costly to 
tank car suppliers and shippers. Because of a shortage of industry represen¬ 
tatives able to commit the necessary time, AAR has recently encountered 
difficulties filling TCC membership vacancies in certain shipper-related 
industries that can contribute important expertise and perspectives on 
tank car use and operations (personal communication with AAR staff). 
Because the number of regulated products shipped by tank car has grown, 
diverse product expertise on the TCC is essential. 

Define DOT Oversight Responsibilities and Procedures 

Recommendation 8: DOT should seek permanent liaison with the TCC to 
provide continued oversight and participation by FRA and RSPA officials. 
Liaison status should be created through formal organizational agree¬ 
ments among AAR, FRA, and RSPA. The agencies should designate staff 
to serve as liaison representatives and prescribe their technical qualifica¬ 
tions and the procedures they must follow in monitoring TCC activities 
pertaining to the approval authorities. DOT should establish procedures to 
ensure that TCC actions implementing the authorities of greatest impor¬ 
tance to safety are regularly monitored by FRA and RSPA officials and 
reviewed by outside technical experts as necessary. 

Informal arrangements that now provide FRA and RSPA (as well as 
Transport Canada and NTSB) free access to TCC activities appear to work 
well. The formalization of these arrangements is likely to improve the 
permanence of this relationship, which has not been as open and effective 
in the past. DOT relies on the judgment of DOT staff who attend TCC 
meetings to determine approval authorities that are most critical to safety 
and to ensure that they are monitored and reviewed. Better-defined pro¬ 
cedures for monitoring critical TCC activities will enable DOT to question 
or request changes in TCC actions in a more timely manner as necessary. 

According to a 1990 DOT audit of the TCC, federal oversight seriously 
deteriorated during the 1970s and 1980s as DOT “lost sight of the nature 
of the delegation” (FRA and RSPA 1990). Given the importance of DOT 
participation in TCC activities, concerted efforts should be made to guar¬ 
antee continued access and cooperation. 


OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS AND ISSUES 

A comprehensive inquiry into all tank car safety issues was beyond the 
scope of the study. The following recommendations address specific issues 
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that were sufficiently well defined for consideration and that the committee 
believes merit further action. 


Ensure Broad Compliance with Construction, 

Maintenance, and Repair Standards 

Recommendation 9: To ensure the most effective use of its limited en¬ 
forcement capabilities, FRA should identify tank car regulatory areas that 
have high potential for noncompliance and significance to safety. FRA 
should determine whether current enforcement efforts adequately address 
these areas, especially those affecting the quality of tank car construction, 
maintenance, and repair work, which currently account for a small portion 
of enforcement activity. 

Under current practice, all plans for new tank car construction, alter¬ 
ation, and major repair must be approved by the TCC to ensure that they 
meet applicable DOT design requirements. Final inspection and certifica¬ 
tion of completed work are primarily the responsibilities of tank car 
builders and repairers. 

NTSB has questioned whether builders and repairers are always able to 
provide a fair assessment of their work, especially when misunderstanding 
or misinterpretation of requirements prevents recognition of an error 
during self-inspection. NTSB recommended that DOT establish quality 
control requirements for tank car construction and repair shops (NTSB 
1985; NTSB 1987). In its 1990 audit of the TCC, DOT identified irregu¬ 
larities in shop record keeping that supported reevaluation of the self¬ 
inspection and certification processes (FRA and RSPA 1990). 

In response to these concerns, DOT proposed new rules requiring 
quality assurance programs at facilities that build and repair tank cars 
(Federal Register 1993b). AAR has set guidelines for quality assurance pro¬ 
grams verifying the use of correct design drawings, construction methods, 
record keeping systems, and qualified personnel and equipment. 9 

The study committee believes that quality assurance programs should 
be mandated for tank car builders and repairers and that FRA’s enforce¬ 
ment activities should be complementary to these efforts. Only 5 percent of 
FRA hazardous materials inspections are devoted to tank car construction 
and repair facilities. Given the potential for varying quality of work among 
the more than 100 shops engaged in tank car repair and construction, FRA 
must ensure that enforcement efforts are designed to monitor the effective¬ 
ness of quality assurance programs. 
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Develop a Comprehensive Approach To Providing 
Grandfather Exclusions 

Recommendation 10: FRA and RSPA should develop formal policies and 
guidelines governing decisions to exclude—for economic or technical rea¬ 
sons—existing tank cars from compliance with requirements for major 
new safety features and modifications. Consideration should be given to 
providing limits on the time period of the exclusion, restrictions on the use 
of excluded tank cars in hazardous materials service, and other options 
aimed at ensuring that the intended safety benefits of the new requirement 
are achieved at the least cost. 

DOT sometimes indefinitely relieves tank cars from new or revised 
safety requirements by allowing them to remain in service without mod¬ 
ification. The purpose of these exclusions, known as “grandfather provi¬ 
sions,” is to encourage the continued development of safety improvements 
by industry and to lessen the economic impact on shippers and tank car 
suppliers, who must make long-term decisions without knowledge of 
future regulatory changes. Exclusions may also be granted when it is 
prohibitively costly or technically infeasible to modify the tank car with the 
new safety feature. These exclusions are generally not accompanied by 
restrictions on the subsequent use of the grandfathered tank car (for 
instance, by limiting the types of commodities carried or the routes 
traveled). 

Some grandfather provisions affect few tank cars. Nevertheless, the 
concept of grandfather provisions has come under scrutiny. NTSB has 
expressed concern that the net safety effects of grandfather provisions are 
seldom assessed on the basis of explicit safety criteria. It has recommended 
that DOT “stop permitting tank cars that fail to meet current minimum 
safety requirements to be used to transport dangerous materials under 
grandfather clauses” and “establish a specific date by which all tank cars 
would have to comply with the new requirements” (correspondence from 
NTSB Chairman James Kolstadt to RSPA Docket Branch, Aug. 21,1990, 
in response to RSPA Docket HM-175A). 

In rulemaking proposals that would expand the use of head protection, 
thermal protection, and certain other tank car safety features, DOT has 
proposed the use of delayed (5- to 10-year) compliance periods for existing 
tank cars. Whether the use of delayed compliance periods represents a 
general change in policy that will apply to the implementation of future 
changes in safety requirements is not clear, because the economic, techni¬ 
cal, and safety considerations of future rule changes will likely differ. 
Nevertheless, the framework for evaluating the best means of implement¬ 
ing new requirements should be consistent and comprehensive, ensuring 
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that thorough and explicit consideration is given to all plausible implemen¬ 
tation alternatives (e.g., delayed compliance periods and handling or rout¬ 
ing restrictions) and their relative cost and safety effects. 


Inspection and Testing of In-Service Tank Cars 

Recommendation 11: FRA and RSPA should ensure prompt establish¬ 
ment of requirements to verify the structural integrity of in-service tank 
cars by continuing to work with industry to establish new test and inspec¬ 
tion methods, including nondestructive test methods to supplement or 
replace existing hydrostatic test requirements. Once the new inspections 
and tests are implemented, the results should be routinely collected for use 
in monitoring tank car condition, refining test and inspection methods, 
and enhancing tank car design, maintenance, and repair standards. 

There are no requirements that tank cars in service be tested regularly 
for structural integrity. The only federal testing requirement is a periodic 
hydrostatic (water pressure) test, which does not detect many structural 
deficiencies. This requirement was originally instituted to detect leaks in 
riveted steel tanks, which are no longer in use. 

The condition of tank cars in service has become an issue during the past 
10 years, after several failures of tank cars caused by cracks that had not 
been detected by inspection and testing. 10 Concerns about tank car struc¬ 
tural deficiencies have led to a massive program to inspect more than three- 
quarters of the tank fleet, as well as occasional smaller programs to inspect 
certain tank car designs. 11 NTSB recommended development of new 
schedules and techniques for testing the structural condition of in-service 
tank cars (NTSB 1992). 

In response, DOT proposed that nondestructive testing techniques 
replace current periodic hydrostatic pressure tests (Federal Register 
1993b). FRA and RSPA are working with industry to evaluate techniques 
for this purpose. The study committee believes that the results of these tests 
will provide an opportunity to identify problem areas (which may be 
correctable at the design stage) and to determine the efficacy of repair and 
maintenance practices. Efforts should be made well in advance of imple¬ 
mentation to ensure that inspection and test requirements enable collection 
and monitoring of results by DOT and industry. 


Tank Containers 

A final observation concerns recent changes in railroad hazardous mate¬ 
rials transportation. Compared with a decade ago, a much larger portion 
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of hazardous materials traffic moved by rail is shipped in tank containers 
that are also portable by truck, barge, and ship. These intermodal con¬ 
tainers are usually loaded on railroad flatcars and contain many of the 
same commodities as tank cars, although in smaller quantities [6,000 gal 
(22 800 L) or less]. 

Because widespread movement of intermodal tanks by rail is new in the 
United States, experience in ensuring their safety in the railroad environ¬ 
ment is limited, especially compared with the more than 100 years of 
experience in providing tank car safety. The long history of efforts to 
improve tank car safety should provide guidance to government and 
industry on the need for preventive safety for tank containers. 

The design, construction, and maintenance of tank containers are sub¬ 
ject to international standards, although aspects are governed by DOT and 
AAR standards and regulations. In addition, DOT and AAR regulate tank 
container operations and handling and the design and condition of the 
railcars on which they are carried. The safety performance of tank con¬ 
tainers was not examined in this study. However, the committee believes 
that, in light of their increased use for hazardous materials and the various 
parties responsible for ensuring their safety, a comprehensive assessment 
of tank container safety issues and procedures is warranted. 


NOTES 

1. DOT must consider the effect of changing regulations or policies in one mode 
on all modes collectively, especially if the change results in traffic shifts 
between modes. 

2. NTSB recommendation R-89-S0 (NTSB 1989): “DOT should evaluate pres¬ 
ent safety standards for tank cars transporting hazardous materials by using 
safety analysis methods to identify unacceptable levels of risk from the release 
of hazardous materials, and then modify existing regulations to achieve an 
acceptable level of safety for each product/tank car combination.” 

3. These concerns have been raised most recently in written comments to open 
rulemaking to improve the crashworthiness of tank cars. Background pro¬ 
vided in the notices for the rulemaking lists more than a dozen NTSB recom¬ 
mendations, incidents, and other events that precipitated the proposals. It does 
not indicate how industry and the public were consulted to better understand 
and prioritize the safety problems addressed and the corrective measures 
proposed in the initiative developed by RSPA and FRA staff (Federal Register 
1990; Federal Register 1993a). 

4. The notice-and-comment provisions and procedures for ex parte contact 
during rulemaking are governed by the Administrative Procedures Act. The 
DOT component of the National Performance Review notes that adherence to 
ex parte communication rules, which require submission of summary mem¬ 
oranda of public contacts to the rulemaking docket, can impede open dialogue 
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between agency staff and the public during rulemaking, and sometimes before 
the initiation of rulemaking activity (Petrie et al. 1993). 

5. According to AAR fleet statistics, 21 tank car design specification types have 
more than 500 cars in service (AAR Universal Machine Language Equipment 
Register, June 1993). 

6. As an example, LPG with 150-psi vapor pressure can be transported in a 200-psi 
test pressure tank car equipped with head and thermal protection. These cars 
(e.g., a DOT-112J200 pressure car) must have tank wails that are at least 9 /i6 in. 
thick. By comparison, higher test pressure designs (such as the DOT-112J340), 
which are required for LPG with vapor pressure exceeding 150 psi, must have 
tank walls that are at least n /i6 in. thick. The difference in thickness, required to 
ensure pressure containment, is likely to affect puncture resistance. 

7. On July 14, 1991, cars in a Southern Pacific train derailed above the Sacra¬ 
mento River. A DOT-111 tank car fell into the rocky river bed, spilling 19,000 
gal of metam sodium, a herbicide not listed as a hazardous material subject to 
DOT requirements. In testimony before Congress, California officials re¬ 
ported substantial ecological contamination and economic costs resulting 
from the spill (Hearing Before the Government and Transportation Subcom¬ 
mittee of the Committee of Government Operations, U.S. House of Represen¬ 
tatives, July 31, 1991). 

8. As an example of the time commitment, a railroad member of the TCC 
reported spending 3 to 4 hr per application for new construction, of which 
there are 150 to 200 per year. Most reviews are done in the evenings and on 
weekends. 

9. AAR Specifications for Quality Assurance , M-1003 . Currently, all tank car 
facilities that perform welding on the tank must have an AAR approved quality 
assurance program to be certified by AAR (personal communication with 
AAR staff). 

10. For example, NTSB and FRA investigations determined that a major tank car 
failure in Dragon, Mississippi, was the result of cracks in the tank that had not 
been detected by previous inspections. A follow-up inspection of other tank 
cars of the same design (dual-diameter 125-ton pressure tank cars) by FRA 
found similar cracks, even though many of the cars had recently been tested 
and inspected in accordance with regulatory requirements (NTSB 1992). 

11. More than 150,000 stub sill tank cars are being inspected over a 7-year period 
to check for cracks in stub sill underframes and welds. FRA and industry 
recently completed inspections of several thousand dual-diameter pressure 
cars. 
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APPENDIX A 

Regulatory Process 
Improvements in 
Other Agencies 


On September 7, 1993, Vice President Al Gore 
presented the findings of the National Performance Review, a 6-month 
study to identify measures to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 
federal government services and programs. Several findings and recom¬ 
mendations of the study concerned improvements needed in regulatory 
systems (Gore 1993, Appendix C). In the context of the National Perfor¬ 
mance Review, Secretary Federico Pena commissioned a U.S. Department 
of Transportation (DOT) Performance Review that included an assessment 
of agency rulemaking effectiveness (Petrie et al. 1993,19-21). In addition, 
the U.S. Coast Guard initiated a review of its regulatory process that 
included a survey of procedures in other federal agencies (U.S. Coast 
Guard 1993). Some of the findings and recommendations of these studies 
are summarized in this appendix. 


NATIONAL PERFORMANCE REVIEW: SELECTED 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING 
REGULATORY SYSTEMS 

The following recommendations are contained in the Regulatory Systems 
section of Appendix C of the National Performance Review report. 

• Create an interagency regulatory coordinating group to share infor¬ 
mation and coordinate approaches to regulatory issues. 

• Encourage agencies to use negotiated rulemaking more frequently in 
developing new rules. 


137 



138 ENSURING RAILROAD TANK CAR SAFETY 


• Use information technology and other techniques to increase oppor¬ 
tunities for early, frequent, and interactive public participation during the 
rulemaking process and to increase program evaluation efforts. 

• Streamline internal agency rulemaking procedures. Use “direct final” 
rulemaking for noncontroversial rules and expedite treatment of rulemak¬ 
ing petitions. 

• Increase the use of alternative means of dispute resolution. 

• Rank the seriousness of environmental, health, or safety risks and 
develop anticipatory approaches to regulatory problems. 

• Create science advisory boards for regulatory agencies that depend 
heavily on scientific information and judgments. 


DOT PERFORMANCE REVIEW: SELECTED 
RECOMMENDATIONS FROM RULEMAKING TEAM 

The following are some of the recommendations of the team charged with 
reviewing the rulemaking process as part of the DOT performance review: 

• Before it even begins a rulemaking, DOT should carefully consider 
more flexible, nonregulatory ways to solve the problem. If rulemaking is 
appropriate, DOT should expand the use of innovative, ad hoc devices 
such as negotiated rulemaking. 

• DOT should move away from “one-size-fits-all” rulemaking. Each 
agency should identify the categories of rules it issues (e.g., administrative 
rules, procedural rules, technical industry standards, routine actions, non¬ 
controversial amendments, costly rules, politically sensitive rules, and 
burden-relieving rules) and determine whether thresholds, layers, waivers, 
or self-certification, both within the agency and as a regulatory solution, 
would serve the same ends. 

• The secretary should encourage collaborative research with regulated 
industries or public-interest groups during pre-rulemaking stages and urge 
each departmental agency to initiate one such project as a pilot effort. 
There is no statutory prohibition on such research now, but there is a 
perception that such cooperation is frowned upon by the legal staff. The 
secretary should specify criteria for developing cooperative programs and 
should identify mechanisms (e.g., agreements and consortia) that agencies 
can use to formalize the joint research. 

• Each significant rulemaking should contain a communications plan 
that describes the strategy for publicizing the regulatory action and obtain¬ 
ing comments on all the issues that need to be considered before a final 
decision. The plan should include a brief account of the main issues that 
responders can help address, a list of interested parties inside and outside 
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federal and state governments, a description of the communications media 
to use for soliciting comments from these parties (e.g., mail, Federal 
Register, press releases, computer bulletin boards, and public meetings), 
and a recommendation of the comment period required to give respon¬ 
dents time to provide input. 

• The Office of General Counsel should compare its guidelines on ex 
parte contact with those of other government agencies to determine 
whether a more relaxed approach is feasible and revise the guidelines as 
appropriate. 

• DOT should improve public participation through public-safety in¬ 
quiries with regulated parties, environmental groups, and the public to 
discuss current issues and potential problems and gather preliminary 
information. Greater use should be made of advisory committees that may 
generate industry-drafted and industry-supported proposals. (This is an 
opportunity for resource-constrained agencies to take advantage of cur¬ 
rent or planned industry research. Economic information could be solic¬ 
ited from the industry and public at this point so that the agency better 
appreciates potential costs before it commits itself to the proposal.) 

• Rulemaking matrices should be routinely developed to determine 
which rulemakings would provide the biggest “bang for the buck.” Eco¬ 
nomic evaluations discussing alternatives in some detail prepared at this 
point highlight the actual options available to an agency. Realistic dead¬ 
lines for rulemaking, with adverse consequences for failure to meet them, 
are essential to take advantage of the enthusiasm that infects the beginning 
of a project. If rulemaking is an appropriate response to a problem, 
timeliness is critical. 

• DOT should coordinate better with other federal agencies, especially 
with other agencies that regulate the particular industry, and with state 
and local governments. 

• A departmentwide regulatory information system should be estab¬ 
lished to ensure timely rulemaking and enforce deadlines. Public access to 
limited parts of the system could be used to advertise status and could free 
rule writers and reviewers to read and respond to comments. 

• Existing rules should be periodically reviewed to determine effective¬ 
ness. 


COAST GUARD REVIEW OF THE 
REGULATORY PROCESS 

In August 1993 the Coast Guard chief of staff commissioned a team to 
review the Coast Guard’s regulatory process and recommend areas for 
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improvement. There was concern that the process was neither timely nor 
responsive to the public. The team took a number of actions to review the 
process, including a public meeting (announced in the Federal Register 
1993) and a survey of other federal agencies, to identify potential measures 
to improve Coast Guard rulemaking. The report of the team was issued in 
October 1993. 

The survey indicated that other agencies have adopted alternative pro¬ 
cedures for development of regulations. The following are examples: 

• The Nuclear Regulatory Commission uses “participatory” pro¬ 
cedures for some rulemaking activities by holding public workshops 
throughout the country. The workshops are designed to maximize public 
discussion and input before rulemaking begins. 

• The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) uses an advisory commit¬ 
tee to recommend certain regulatory changes. In these instances FAA 
identifies the problems that need to be resolved. The advisory committee, 
established according to the Federal Advisory Committee Act, negotiates 
the regulatory changes. The committee sometimes produces a complete 
rulemaking package and presents it to FAA for consideration. 

The team’s review of the Coast Guard’s regulatory process indicated 
that public perceptions of lack of responsiveness and timeliness were 
justified. To address these problems, the team recommended several mea¬ 
sures, including the following: 

• Careful consideration should be given to the desired goal and options 
(including nonregulatory alternatives) before commencing a rulemaking. 

• Public meetings and notices should be used to solicit comments before 
drafting a rulemaking work plan. 

• Existing Coast Guard advisory committees (consisting of private- 
sector members) should be routinely asked to provide information and 
assistance in early rulemaking stages. 

• Work plans that identify the applicability of the proposed rule, alter¬ 
natives considered, and a tentative approach should be developed for all 
rules. 

• Measures of efficiency in developing rules, including time required, 
should be maintained and used to evaluate the process. 

The recommendations in the Coast Guard report have been transmitted 
to the Coast Guard commandant. Policies and procedures are currently 
being altered to implement all of the recommendations (personal commu¬ 
nication, leader of Coast Guard Quality Action Team). 
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APPENDIX B 

Glossary 


This appendix explains several key terms used in the report. 


TANK CAR DESIGN TERMS 

Attachments: Handrails, ladders, body bolsters, and other components 
connected to pads welded to the tank exterior. 

Double-shelf couplers: Coupling devices equipped with top and bottom 
shelves to restrict vertical movement of the tank car during switching 
and to prevent decoupling of the car in the event of a derailment. All 
tank cars in hazardous materials service are equipped with these 
devices, which were introduced during the 1970s. 

Fittings: Openings in the tank are closed by fittings, including valves, 
vents, and other devices used for tank loading, unloading, pressure 
relief, maintenance, and cargo monitoring. Fittings on nonpressure 
cars may be located on top or bottom of the tank. Fittings on pressure 
cars are always located on top of the tank under a protective housing. 

Head protection: Steel plates mounted in front of both ends (heads) of 
the tank, often built into the tank outer jacket. The devices, which are 
provided on about half the pressure cars in service, help protect 
against head punctures during coupling, derailments, and other 
crashes. 

Tank: Most tank car tanks are cylindrical in shape, capped at both ends 
by ellipsoidal-shaped heads. The tank sidewalls are known as the 
shell. Some tank are insulated, have interior linings, exterior heating 
systems, and other specialized features. Steel is the most common 
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construction material, although some tanks are made of aluminum 
and nickel alloys and stainless steel. Tank capacities range from less 
than 10,000 gal to 34,500 gal. 

Tank jacketing: Thin steel exterior cover over the tank that is used to 
protect and hold insulation in place. 

Thermal protection: Special insulation or exterior coatings that retard 
heat transfer into the tank when exposed to fire. They prevent rapid 
overheating and rupturing of the tank, giving time to emergency 
responders to isolate the area and take measures to cool the tank and 
extinguish the fire. Cars containing flammable gases cars are 
equipped with this protection. 


GOVERNMENTAL AND REGULATORY TERMS 

Approval authorities: Authorities vested in the Association of American 
Railroads or its Tank Car Committee by the U.S. Department of 
Transportation (DOT) through regulatory reference. They consist 
primarily of responsibilities to ensure industry compliance with DOT 
requirements through review and approval of construction plans, 
major repair and alteration methods, and tank construction and 
repair facilities. 

Certificate of construction: Certificate signed by tank car builder follow¬ 
ing inspection of newly constructed tank car, verifying compliance 
with DOT and AAR requirements. The certificate, which is provided 
to AAR and the tank car owner, must be revised when the tank car is 
altered or converted to a different design specification. 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): Federal agency charged with 
regulating materials that are harmful to the environment and human 
health. EPA designates those materials regulated by DOT as '‘haz¬ 
ardous substances” in transportation. EPA’s designation criteria for 
these substances differ from the criteria used by DOT in regulating 
“hazardous materials.” 

Federal Railroad Administration (FRA): DOT agency charged with en¬ 
suring railroad safety. Through its Office of Safety, Hazardous Mate¬ 
rials Division, FRA assists DOT’S Research and Special Programs 
Administration (RSPA) in the formulation of rules governing tank car 
design, maintenance, and operations, and takes the lead in providing 
enforcement, research, and technical support for the regulatory 
program. 

Grandfather provisions: As used in this report, the term refers to provi¬ 
sions in regulations that exclude tank cars built before a specified date 
from major new safety requirements. A purpose of these exclusions is 
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to encourage continued development by industry of new safety im¬ 
provements and to avoid imposing severe economic burdens on tank 
car owners and operators by requiring modification or replacement of 
existing tank cars not equipped with the new safety feature. 

Hazard classes and divisions: DOT system for classifying materials ac¬ 
cording to physical and hazard characteristics. There are more than a 
dozen hazard classes and divisions, ranging from explosives and 
radioactives to flammable gases, poison gases, and miscellaneous. 
Materials are assigned to hazard classes and divisions according to 
measures of corrosivity, flammability, toxicity, and other acute haz¬ 
ard characteristics. 

Hazardous materials: Materials designated by DOT as hazardous in 
transportation because they pose an element of risk to health, safety, 
and property when transported in commerce. Materials are cate¬ 
gorized into hazard classes and divisions and subject to regulations 
governing their packaging, labeling, and handling in transportation. 

Hazardous Materials Transportation Act (HMTA): The 1975 act that 
first defined comprehensively the role of DOT in regulating the safety 
of hazardous materials in transportation. HMTA authorized DOT to 
regulate materials that pose “an unreasonable risk to health and 
safety or property when transported in commerce.” 

Hazardous Materials Transportation Uniform Safety Act (HMTUSA): 
The 1990 federal legislation that reauthorized and amended the 1975 
HMTA. Section 21 of HMTUSA calls for a study of the tank car 
design process (see Preface). 

Hazardous substances: Materials designated by EPA as hazardous ac¬ 
cording to criteria developed in accordance with statutory require¬ 
ments governing pollutants and contaminants of air, land, and water. 
DOT is required by law to regulate hazardous substances, although 
not necessarily in the same manner as hazardous materials. Haz¬ 
ardous substances shipped in amounts equal to or greater than their 
EPA-designated reportable quantity (RQ) values are regulated by 
DOT. 

Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC): Federal agency responsible for 
ensuring tank car and hazardous materials safety from the 1920s to 
the 1960s, when DOT acquired the responsibility. Only a few tank 
cars in operation today are marked with ICC design specifications. 

National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB): Independent federal 
agency responsible for investigating and determining probable causes 
of transportation accidents. NTSB has been active in investigating 
tank car failures and in recommending changes in tank car design and 
operations to DOT and industry since the 1960s. 
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Placards and labels: DOT requires shippers to communicate the hazards 
of their shipments by affixing appropriate diamond-shaped signs 
(placards) and labels with identifiers and symbols of hazards on 
containers and packages. 

Reportable quantity (RQ): Threshold amount of hazardous substance 
that must be reported to EPA if spilled or disposed of. DOT uses the 
RQ value as a determinant of when a shipment of a hazardous 
substance is sufficiently large to warrant regulation in transport. RQ 
thresholds range from 5,000 lb for the least harmful substances to 1 lb 
for the most harmful substances according to EPA criteria. 

Research and Special Programs Administration (RSPA): DOT agency 
responsible for ensuring the safety of hazardous materials shipments. 
Through its Office of Hazardous Materials Safety, RSPA promulgates 
hazardous materials regulations covering most modes of transport. 
RSPA works closely with FRA in instituting regulations governing 
tank car design, maintenance, and operations. 

Rulemaking: Process by which most federal agencies produce regula¬ 
tions. The Federal Administrative Procedures Act (APA) states guide¬ 
lines for rulemaking, including requirements for publishing notices of 
proposed rulemaking in the Federal Register and providing oppor¬ 
tunities for public comment and petitions for rule changes. Agency 
interpretation and implementation of APA provisions for communica¬ 
tion between regulatory agencies and the public during rulemaking 
may vary. 

Transport Canada: National agency that sets tank car and hazardous 
materials regulations in Canada. Transport Canada and DOT work 
closely to reduce differences in Canadian and U.S. regulations. Repre¬ 
sentatives from Transport Canada attend AAR Tank Car Committee 
meetings. 


INDUSTRY TERMS 

Association of American Railroads (AAR): National association repre¬ 
senting major and regional railroads operating in the United States 
and Canada. AAR has many standing technical committees that assist 
in the development and implementation of railroad interchange rules. 

AAR Tank Car Committee (TCC): AAR standing technical committee 
that is composed of representatives of railroads, shippers, and tank 
cars suppliers. The TCC assists in the development and implementa¬ 
tion of DOT and industry standards governing tank car design, main¬ 
tenance, and operation. Among its many duties (some of which are 
authorized by DOT) the TCC approves tank car construction plans, 
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valves and other components, methods of repair and alteration, and 
construction and repair facilities. 

Interchange rules: Rules governing railcar dimensions and other design 
features. They are established by AAR to facilitate the free inter¬ 
change of equipment between railroads. AAR interchange rules gov¬ 
ern aspects of tank car design and include design specifications for 
AAR-class tank cars used primarily in unregulated (nonhazardous 
materials) service. 

Shippers: Chemical manufacturers, petroleum companies, and other 
shippers of bulk liquids and gases operate most railroad tank cars. 
More than one-third of tank cars in the United States and Canada are 
owned by shippers, whereas most of the remainder are leased to 
shippers. Representatives from several shipper trade associations 
serve on the AAR Tank Car Committee and its work groups. 

Tank car suppliers/builders: Most tank cars are owned by companies 
that build or lease tank cars to shippers. The five largest leasing 
companies own more than half of the tank cars operated in the United 
States and Canada. A representative of the Railway Progress Institute, 
the major trade association for tank car suppliers, serves on the AAR 
Tank Car Committee. 
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